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SPECULUM

61/1 (1986)

Gift,Sale, Payment,Raid: Case Studies
in the Negotiationand Classification
of Exchange in Medieval Iceland
By William Ian Miller
asks Ospak and his men wherethey
saga Po6rir
Near the end of Eyrbyggja
Ospak said thattheyhad gotten
carrying.
they
were
goods
the
had gotten
Ospak anthemat Pamb'ardal."How did you come by them?"said Po6rir.
swered,"Theywerenotgiven,theywerenotpaid to me,norweretheysold
either."'Ospak had earlierthateveningraidedthehouse of a farmercalled
Alf and made away withenough to burden four horses. And this was
eliminatedthe othermodes of
exactlywhathe told P'6rirwhen he wittily
bywhichhe couldhaveacquiredthegoods.2There is no questionof
transfer
here.An Icelandicthiefhad to concealthe taking,and Ospak was
thievery
did notfailto
notso craven.3His takingwas open and notorious,and Po6rir
conceivehis meaning.This was a ran,an open, hostiletaking.4
Ospak is also sayingsomethingabout modes of exchangein medieval
in descendingorderof probability,
just how
Iceland.He is listing,
apparently
Icelandic names appear withoutthe nominativeinflectionwhen in English text. I would like
to thank Kathleen Koehler and James Krier for reading and commentingon earlier drafts.
I Eyrbyggja
saga 58, p. 161, Islenzk fornrit4: "'Hvern veg k6musk per at Pvi?' segir P6rir.
Ospakr svarar: 'Hvarki varu gefin ne goldin ne splum seld.'" The familysagas are cited by
chapter and page number in Islenzk fornrit(Reykjavik, 1933-), hereafter IF. The chapter
divisions of this edition are maintained in most accessible English translationsof the sagas. I
supply the volume number in IF for the firstcitation of a saga or Ixttr.
2 I referonly to inter vivos transfers,
in which the parties to the exchange meet or know the
identityof each other; acquisitions by inheritance and by findingare thus excluded.
I See Theodore M. Andersson, "The Thief in Beowuif,"Speculum59 (1984), 493-508, at pp.
496-98. The relevant provision in the laws of the Icelandic commonwealthcan be found in
Grdgds,lb: 162, section 227. These laws date mostlyfrom the twelfthand thirteenthcenturies.
Citationsof Grdgdsare to the volume, page, and section number of the editions of Vilhjalmur
Finsen: Grdgds:Iskenderneslovbogi fristatenstid, udgivetefterdet kongeligebibliotheks
haandskrift
nr.
(Copenhagen, 1852), hereafterGrdgds,la and lb; GrdgdsefterdetArnamagnaeanske
haandskrift
334 fol., Sta(larh6lsb6k
i det
(Copenhagen, 1879), hereafterGrdgds,2; and Grdgds:Stykker
somfindes
Arnamagnmeanske
nr.351 fol., Skdlholtsb6k
... (Copenhagen, 1883), hereafterGrdgds,3.
haandskrift
All three volumes were reprinted in 1974 by Odense Universitetsforlag.Sections 1-116 of
Grdgds,la have recentlybeen translatedin Andrew Dennis, Peter Foote, and Richard Perkins,
Laws of Early Iceland: Grdgds(Winnipeg, 1980).
4 Grdgds,lb: 164, section 228. I translaterdn variouslyas raid and forcefultaking.For a good
discussion of the distinctionbetween theftand rdn and the moral and social values associated
with them see Andersson, "The Thief in Beowuif,"pp. 497-98.
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goods were likely to be transferredbetween two people of roughly equal
social standing: as a gift,as a payment(presumablyby way of compensation
in the settlementof a claim),5or as a purchase. Last comes ran, unmentioned
because it was unsociable. Studentsof the economy of the medieval Icelandic
commonwealth have been less willing than Po6rirto understand Ospak's
message.6 Ospak has declared himself to be neither borrower nor lender,
neitherpurchaser nor merchant,neitherimporternor exporter- in short,
no one in whom a traditionaleconomic historianwould be interested.But a
discussion of the early Icelandic economy can no more ignore giftexchange
and compensation awards than the price of va6mal7 in relation to silver; it
cannot ignore marriage practices,raids, or the debts incurred in the blood
feud any more than the carryingcapacityof Vikingships. Internal exchange
is not as well documented as long-distance trade, but it is much better
documented than has been assumed.8 When the sagas speak of the host who

5 Gjalda (verb) describes generallythe act of requitingan obligation; it can refer to the debt
repaid to a creditor, the price given to a seller, the countergiftreturned to the giver, and
frequentlythe compensation of a wrongdoer paid to an injured party: see, e.g., n. 121 below.
Whateverthe precise meaning of gjalda here, Ospak's sense is clear; he is denyingthat the loot
was taken in satisfactionof a prior claim. See also An Icelandic-English
Dictionary,ed. Richard
Cleasby and Gudbrand Vigfusson, 2d ed., William A. Craigie (Oxford, 1957), s.v. gjalda,
hereafterCleasby-Vigfusson.
6 General treatmentsof the medieval Icelandic economy have attended well to domestic
production,but less so to domestic distribution.See, e.g., J6n J6hannesson,A HistoryoftheOld
IcelandicCommonwealth,
trans.Haraldur Bessason (Winnipeg, 1974), pp. 288-335. Discussions of
exchange focus almost exclusivelyon long-distancetransactionsof distinctlymercantilecharacter. See, e.g., Bruce Gelsinger,Icelandic Enterprise:Commerce
and Economyin the Middle Ages
(Columbia, S'C., 1981). Studies of Viking activityon the continentand of Dark-Age exchange
have not limited themselvesin this fashion; see, e.g., Philip Grierson,"Commerce in the Dark
Ages: A Critique of the Evidence," Transactionsof theRoyalHistoricalSociety,series 5, 9 (1959),
123-40; Georges Duby, The Early GrowthoftheEuropeanEconomy:Warriorsand Peasantsfromthe
Seventhto the TwelfthCentury,trans. Howard B. Clark (Ithaca, 1974), pp. 52-57; Richard
Hodges, Dark AgeEconomics:The OriginsofTownsand Trade,A.D. 600-1100 (London, 1982); and
Peter H. Sawyer,"Kings and Merchants,"in Early MedievalKingship,ed. Peter H. Sawyer and
Ian N. Wood (Leeds, 1977), pp. 139-58.
7 A coarse woolen cloth used both as a money substance and as an article of trade. See
J6hannesson,History,pp. 312-13, 330-34.
8 The tiresomedebate on saga historicity
has led to a "failureof nerve" regardingthe value of
much of the saga materialfor social and legal history.I am here borrowingPatrickWormald's
descriptionof the scholarlyreaction to the quality of Scandinavian sources for Viking studies,
fromsagas and saints'lives to law codes. He notes that historianshave "moved froma position
of not believing everything,to one of not believing anything,in them." Patrick Wormald,
"Viking Studies: Whence and Whither?"in The Vikings,ed. Robert T. Farrell (London, 1982),
pp. 128-53, at pp. 129-31. His observationis equally applicable to saga studies in the Icelandic
context.The remarkablefitbetween the descriptionsof dispute processingin the sagas and in
modern ethnographicstudies of preindustrialsocietiessuggeststhat fictionalizingdialogue and
chronology does not mean fictionalizingthe processes of exchange and feud. The negative
judgment on saga historicity-was
too hastilyextended to include mattersnot fullyunderstood or
satisfactorilydisproved.
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sends his guests away withgood gifts,or when theytake care to note thattwo
men took turns invitingeach other to feasts,we are not entitledto dismiss
this as mere literarycommonplace.9 Nor need we look to Celtic sources to
explain the appearance of a cattle raid in a saga.10
The domestic economy of medieval Iceland was not to be found in towns
and villages,whichdid not existuntilthe earlynineteenthcentury.The basic
unit of residence and productionwas the household farm.These farmswere
largely self-sufficient,
but this did not preclude internal trade." Peddlers
and beggars wandered fromfarmto farmbearing both gossip and goods.12
The things the Althingin the summerand local thingsin springand fallalso provided regular meetingplaces where various typesof exchanges and
the settling of debts could occur.13 Fairs were held in conjunction with

9 See, e.g., Lars Lonnroth,Njdls saga: A CriticalIntroduction
(Berkeley, 1976), p. 54. Literary
scholars, not surprisingly,tend to treat similarityexclusivelyas a matterof literaryinfluence;
see, e.g., Einar 01. Sveinsson, Um Njdlu (Reykjavik,1933), pp. 140-41, findingthat the author
of Njdls saga borrowed the refusal of the request to buy hay fromHcensa-p6rissaga. See further
cases 1 and 2 below, at nn. 36 and 71, and cf. n. 87.
10See the introductionto Laxdcela saga, trans. Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Palsson
(Baltimore, 1969), p. 37, and cf. below, n. 84.
11Except for a few isolated sales, evidence of systematiclocal trade involvinggoods of local
origin is sparse. Vali, in Bandamannasaga 4, p. 313 (IF 7), has sold wares throughoutthe district.
In Porsteins/xttrstangarhQggs,
p. 69 (iF 11), it is mentioned that Porsteinand his fathermade
money selling horses. In GutYmundar
saga dyra5, St. 1: 169, a man loaded a ferryeach summer
with "fastday food," presumably fish, and bore it about the districtselling to the farmers:
Sturlungasaga, ed. J6n J6hannesson,Magn6s Finnbogason, and KristjanEldjirn, 2 vols. (Reykjavik, 1946). Referencesto the Sturlungacompilationare by chapter number,followedbySt. and
the volume and page number. A man described as a wanderer sells casks: Islendingasaga 94, St.
1:365. Grain sales are mentionedonce in conjunctionwitha guild feast,but the source confirms
their irregularity;the guild would hold a feast each summer "if two measures of grain were
available for purchase at the D6rsnessPing":Porgilssaga okHafiida 10, St. 1:27; see also below, n.
106. Provisioningthe episcopal sees required buyingand selling,as is indicated by the ban three
chieftainsimpose on tradingwith Bishop Gu6mund: Islendingasaga 20, St. 1:245-46. There are
also indicationsof loans: see, e.g., Njdlssaga 6, p. 22 (iF 12); Hcensa-p6rissaga 1 and 2, pp. 6 and
7 (IF 3). The amount of attentionGrdga'sgives to loans, especiallyof livestock,and the proper
procedures for repaymentof loans and recouping delinquent debts suggests the frequencyof
the practice and that it was a frequent source of conflictas well: lb: 140-48, sections 221-22;
2:213-28, 236-38, sections 177-85, 201-4. These apparently were not usual arrangements
between people of equal station,and their existence often indicated or presaged some kind of
clientage for the debtor: see J6hannesson,History,p. 334, and Porsteinssaga hvita 1, pp. 4-5 (iF
11). Short-termloans of horses, clothing,or weapons, however, are usually a type of gift.
12 Droplaugarsona
saga 3, p. 144 (iF 11); Njdls saga 22 and 49, pp. 59-63 and 125; Hcensa-p6ris
saga 1, p. 6; Islendingasaga 94, St. 1:365.
13 See J6hannesson,History,
pp. 35-83, and particularlyon the skuldalng, i.e., debt assembly,
pp. 81-82; Grdgds,lb: 140, section 221, and 2:208, section 176. One person made more money
than friendsselling ale at the Althing:Qlkofra/attr1, p. 83 (IF 11). There is the referenceto
grain sales at the D6rsnessping,above, n. 11, and the evidence of the place-name Kaupangr, i.e.,
market,a farm located withina mile of the site of the Vp6laPing: see Viga-GlPms
saga 27, p. 93
(IF 9).
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certain feast days at the two episcopal sees, and marketsmight materialize
wheneverand wherevera tradingship landed.'4 Luck in fishinglaunched at
least one very successful career in trading.15 Exchange of fish for farm
produce must have been fairlycommon between fishingstationsand inland,
nonriparian farms,but the sagas do not take much interestin it.16
Under usual circumstances,when harvestswere adequate and the weather
bearable, the household was able to provide itself with basic necessities.
There were regular exchanges of tangibles between households, but these
exchanges were submerged in social relations rather than undertaken for
purelyeconomic reasons.17 Friends,kin,and affinesexchanged invitationsto
feastsand sent theirguests away withgifts.18
These exchanges were domesticated by habit and ritual.This is not to say theywere free of conflict.Feasts
were the occasion for insult and slightedsensibilities'9no less than for conviviality,for renewing and reaffirmingbonds of blood and alliance. Gift
exchange, though sociable, was hardly disinterestedand could mask strategies not so amiable.20But the gamesmanshipand tacticsof sociable exchange
had the virtue of familiarityand regularity.Overt conflictwas euphemized
or even suppressed entirely by densely hedging the transaction with

See Helgi PorlAksson,"Comments on Ports of Trade in Early Medieval Europe," Norwegian
Archaeological
Review 11/2 (1978), 112-14; Gelsinger,IcelandicEnterprise,pp. 32 and 214, nn.
36-37.
15 See the career of Odd Ofeigsson,Bandamannasaga 1, pp. 293-97; compare, however, the
misfortunesof Olaf Hildisson, Porgilssaga ok Hafiida 4, St. 1:15-16.
16 See the remark of Porgils to 6lAf: "we won't need to buy fish anywhere but from you"
(Porgilssaga ok Hafiida 5, St. 1:16); and Islendingasaga 183, St. 1:507, where a spy's intended
travelscause no suspicion when his stated purpose is to buy fishfroma certainfarmer.See also
Bjarnar saga Hitdcelakappa18, p. 156 (IF 3). A fourteenth-century
source, Finnbogasaga 41, p.
333 (IF 14), mentions large movements of men in the fall to buy stockfish.
17 The image of the submerged or embedded economy is Karl Polanyi'sformulation,derived
in large part from Malinowski'swork. See Polanyi, The GreatTransformation:
The Politicaland
EconomicOriginsof Our Time (1944; repr. Boston, 1957), pp. 43-55; also, Raymond Firth,The
ElementsofSocial Organization(London, 1951), pp. 136-38, and more recentlyMarshall Sahlins,
StoneAge Economics(New York, 1972), pp. 185-275, and Pierre Bourdieu, Outlineofa Theoryof
Practice,trans.Richard Nice (Cambridge, Eng., 1977), pp. 159-97. Among historianssee Moses
I. Finley,The AncientEconomy(Berkeley, 1973).
18Laxdcelasaga 44, p. 134 (IF 5); Njdls saga 35 and 108, pp. 90-91 and 276-77. At timessaga
writersindicate unfriendlypartingsfrom feastsby noting that "it was not mentioned that [the
guest] was sent on his way withgifts":Bolla /xttr85, p. 243 (IF 5); also Porgilssaga okHafli(Ya10,
St. 1:27.
'9Lj6svetningasaga 11, pp. 58-59 (IF 10); Njdls saga 35, p. 91; Eyrbyggja
saga 37, pp. 98-99;
Porgilssaga ok Hafli5a 10, St. 1:23-27.
20 There is an extensive anthropological literatureon competitivegift exchange. See, e.g.,
Helen Codere, FightingwithProperty:A Studyof KwakiutlPotlatchingand Warfare,1792-1930
(New York, 1950), pp. 62-97; Michael W. Young, FightingwithFood (Cambridge, Eng., 1971),
pp. 189-227; and more recentlyD. J. J. Brown, "The Structuringof Polopa Feasting and
Warfare,"Man 14 (1979), 712-33 and the works cited therein.
14
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safeguards of peacefulness. Shows of generositywere to be met with shows
of gratitude.
When transfersof goods were sought which were not already regularized
by well-definednorms or habit, and especiallywhen theywere not initiated
by the present possessor, tensions and uncertaintiessurfaced. This did not
mean thatthere would be no transfer,but it put the partiesto the burden of
defining the transaction.If food and fodder were consumed at another's
farm,if the host's horse or cloak left openly with the visitorafter a meal,
the transferwas unambiguouslyby way of gift;thiswas true even if the gift
was a thinlydisguised payment for support, or a kind of enforced hospitality.21But if food and provisions were taken away uneaten, if swords and
horses were removed secretlyor withouta meal having firstbeen taken, the
nature of the transactionwas uncertain unless the parties firstactivelydefined it. The uncertaintymade for irritatedsensibilitiesand could lead to
misunderstandingand easy offense. The transferstill mightbe by way of
gift,but it could be a purchase, or a payment in settlementof some prior
wrong, or, to recall Ospak, an open expropriation.
I do not propose here to offer a model of exchange types,22but some
general remarksare neverthelessin order. Each mode of exchange had its
norms and vocabulary. The words of the parties, checked for irony and
misrepresentationby referenceto theirdeeds and to the narrator'scommentary,are our best evidence as to the mode in whichthe transfertook place.23
When a partysoughttofala or kaupa something,he typedhimselfas a buyer.
If the other party in response to this sold or gave for a price there was a
bargain or purchase (kaup).24 In this mode, the amount of return and the
21 E.g., the visitationsof Gu6rmundinn riki to his thingmen:6feigs tittr1-2, pp. 117-21 (IF
10); also Njdls saga 136, pp. 360-61.
22
See, e.g., Bronislaw Malinowski,Argonautsof the WesternPacifc (1922; repr. New York,
1961), pp. 176-91. Recent influentialconstructsare found in Sahlins, StoneAge Economics,pp.
185-230; and C. A. Gregory, "Gifts to Men and Gifts to God: Gift Exchange and Capital
Accumulationin ContemporaryPapua," Man 15 (1980), 626-52, and "A Conceptual Analysisof
a Non-Capitalist Gift Economy with Particular Reference to Papua New Guinea," Cambridge
Journalof Economics5 (1981), 119-35.
23 Disagreement between the parties regarding the classification
of a transaction was, of
course, possible: e.g., Hdvar(Yarsaga Isfir6ings14, p. 337 (rdn or sale), and 15-16, pp. 343-45
(rdn or gift) (IF 6); Eyrbyggjasaga 33, p. 91 (gift or loan). All transactionswere subject to
redefinitionover time to accord withthe present state of relationsbetween the parties or their
successors. What the original parties thoughtwas a giftneed not be thoughtso by their heirs.
Such redefinitionis what lay behind the dispute over driftagerightsbetween Flosi Eirikssonand
the (nundarsons in Grettissaga 11-12, pp. 26-33 (IF 7), and between porsteinEgilsson and
Steinar in Egils saga 82, pp. 287-88 (IF 2). Sometimes the modern observer might be hard
pressed to classifyan exchange because the economic effectsof the various modes were often
indistinguishable.But the Icelanders were not subject to the same sources of confusion since
theylacked the accountingmethodsand theoryto see all classes of exchanges in purelymaterial
terms: see furtherFinley,AncientEconomy,pp. 20-27, 110, 116, 144.
24
Fala generallydescribesthe initiatoryaction of the would-be purchaser. I translateit "to ask
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time and place of paymentwere bargained over and specified.A significant
feature of this arrangementwas that it purported to relate only goods to
each other, not people, and as such was a denial of continuingsocial relations between the principals.25
Giftgiving,by contrast,gave rise to social relationsand adjusted the status
of the parties in relation to each other.26The giver gained prestige and
power from the exchange. He exacted deference from the receiver and
obliged him to reciprocate.27But the amount and place of return,and above
all its timing,were left open and to the discretion of the recipient.28In
giftexchange, time was not somethingthat burdened the debtor withexponential increases in the value of his obligation;29time was his to manipulate,
to buy, to seek to purchase." Fala is to be distinguished from kaupa, which refers to the
completed action of acquiring or agreeing to acquire a thingfor a price. Cf. Cleasby-Vigfusson,
saga 9, p. 173 (IF 10): ". . . keyptiVemundr
s.vv.fala (verb), kaupa (verb). Note, e.g., Reykdcela
Pegar vit5inn,Pann er hann haf6i ai6rfalat" ("Vemund immediatelybought the wood which he
earlier had sought to purchase").
In transactionswhere paymentis in kind, or in money substanceswhich also have a common
use value like vadmdl,it may be conceptuallydifficultto determineexactlywho is the buyer and
who is the seller. Where both partiesseek the exchange and paymentis in kind,each partyplays
both roles: Anne Chapman, "Barter as a Universal Mode of Exchange," L'homme20/3 (1980),
33-83, at p. 35. I accept the parties' characterizationof the transaction.A buyer willfala or
kaupa and be obliged to gjalda from a seller who willseija or gefa for a consideration. It is also
helpfulto note the usual sequence of the S to B and B to S transfers.Buyers take the goods first
and arrange for future payment (see Grdgds,3:600, s.v. eindagi); buyers are obligors, sellers
extend credit.
25
Gregory,"Analysis of a Non-Capitalist Gift Economy," pp. 124-25.
26
The classic treatmentof giftexchange is Marcel Mauss, The Gift,trans. Ian Cunnison (New
York, 1967), who takes his epigraph from"Havamal." See also the workscited above in nn. 20,
22. In the Germanic contextsee the fine piece of A. Ya. Gurevich,"Wealth and Gift-Bestowal
among the Ancient Scandinavians," Scandinavica 7 (1968), 126-38; also Edward G. Fichtner,
"Gift Exchange and Initiation in the Auunar lxttrvesfirzka,"ScandinavianStudies51 (1979),
Altertum
deutsches
249-72, and Hans Kuhn, "Das Schenken in unserem Altertum,"Zeitschriftfiur
und deutscheLiteratur109 (1980), 181-92.
27 Grdgdspurports to legalize the repaymentobligation when the recipienthas promised to
repay. The amount owing is to be determinedby a panel of fiveneighbors: 2:84-85, section 66;
la:247, section 127, is less clearly to the same effect.The sagas, to my knowledge, show no
prosecutionbased on these provisions.Moreover, the contextin whichtheyappear - thatis, in
sectionssettingforthlimitationson the power to give withoutthe heir's consent and givingthe
heir an action to set aside giftsthat wrongfullydisinherithim - suggest they are intended to
confera cause of action on the heir of the giver,ratherthan on the giverhimself.In the sagas,
however,there are firmnormativestatementsabout the obligation to return a gift:e.g., Njdls
saga 44, p. 114; Porgilssaga ok Hafli(Ya 15, St. 1:32.
28
The discretionwas hardly unfettered,but the point survives nevertheless.
29
In distinguishingthe differencesbetween "commodity-debt"and "gift-debt,"Gregorynotes
that the amount of the latteris "always measured at its historiclevel at the time of the giftand
no interestaccrues" ("Analysis of a Non-Capitalist Gift Economy," p. 125). A return in an
amount greater than the original giftconstitutesa new giftdebt, not intereston the original
sum. See also Gregory,"Gifts to Man," pp. 638-39. While Gregory's distinctionwas derived
fromethnographicdata assembled fromcommunitiespracticingceremonial cyclicalexchanges,
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so as to readjust and redefinethe relationsbetween himselfand the giver.30
He could choose the insult of the too hastyreturn,the sullenness of excessive delay, or no returnat all, which,depending on.the circumstances,could
signal utter contempt for the giver or permanent subordination to him.
Social relations,theirdefinition,and the determinationof statuswere much
of what motivatedgiftexchange. When the source names the thing transferred a gjQf I accept the classificationeven though a gjQf may at times be
littlemore than a quid pro quo for services rendered.3'
Ran, like giftexchange, admitted reciprocityand defined social relations.
But it inverted the movement of property as against the duty to make
return.32It was now the prior possessor who owed a response, not the
raider; and it was the raider who achieved social dominance from the
transfer,not the prior possessor. Here too the timingand quality of return
were left to those who had the return to make. And timing was no less
significanthere than in the world of giftexchange: "Only the slave avenges
himself immediately,but the coward never does."33 The meaning of the
mode of exchange, whetherran, gift,sale, or payment,was dependent on a
host of variables which the context provided and which I will return to in
more detail later.
In the cases that follow the parties were forced to deal with each other
outside the regularized convivial channels and outside the boundaries of a
place clearly designated as a marketplace. At times the pressing need of
famine and hay shortage brought them together,at times the desire for a
specific prestige good, like fine horses or fine swords, and at times the
demands of liabilityin law and feud. The cases are remarkable in their
detail, and they reveal how, in the absence of a market economy and its
he argues its validityto "gift-economies"generally.The Icelandic materialsare basicallyconsistent with his point; cf. below, n. 74.
30 The role of time and timingin giftexchange and vengeance is ably treated in Bourdieu,
Theoryof Practice,pp. 5-9.
31 No verb is exclusivelyassociated with giftexchange. Gefa,veita, or launa may all mark a
transferby gift but need not do so. It is necessary to heed the surrounding circumstances.
Between equals outside a designated marketplace gift exchange is the expected mode of
transferunless another mode is actively substituted for it. The use of gefa to describe a
handing over will indicate a gift,if a value in a money substance is not then stipulated as a
return.Haggling is inappropriateto the mode, although at timesit may be difficultto discern a
differencebetween thisand some requests for gifts:see, e.g., Lj6svetninga
saga 21, p. 104; Porgils
saga ok Hafiida 12, St. 1:30.
32 Sahlins, StoneAge Economics,
pp. 191-96, places exchanges on a "continuum"of sociability,
ranging from the "generalized reciprocity"of the putativelyaltruisticgift to the "negative
reciprocity"of self-interestedseizure, which includes haggling, gambling, and the "well-conducted horse raid." Sahlins's continuumof reciprocitiesis mainlya moral one, but the notionof
a continuumis somewhatmisleadingto the extentthatit suggeststhatgiftsslide into sales which
shade into takings.The modes of exchange were discrete; as we shall see, parties consciously
abandoned the idiom of one to choose the idiom of another.
33 Grettis
saga 15, p. 44. On the timingof vengeance see Bourdieu, TheoryofPractice,pp. 6-7.
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accompanying mercantileassumptions,parties went about definingthe nature of a transaction.We find that the completion of a transactiondid not
depend on the determinationof a mutuallyacceptable price, but rather on
the determinationof the mode in which the transfer,if there was to be one,
would take place. We also see that there was a resistanceto transfersby sale
between members of the same social rank.
This paper is not intended to be a definitivestudyof Icelandic exchange.
There is no discussion of exchanges of women and the propertyarrangements accompanyingthem, the nuances of the gift-exchangesystem,or the
intricaciesof compensation and wergeld payments.I have instead confined
myselfto cases in the sagas that show members of the bondi34class dealing
with each other explicitlyabout goods. The sagas are the only sources that
preserve circumstantialaccounts of these kinds of transactions,although the
early laws, collectivelyknown as Gragas, also provide relevant information.
The cases reveal the extraordinarypolitical and social complexityof such
transactions.By calling attentionto the cases and the issues theyraise, I hope
to demonstratewhy 6spak's remark is significantfor the historianand thus
to claim evidence for historical inquiry that has not as yet received the
attentionit deserves.
1. Gunnar v. Otkel: Hallgerb's Theft
The facts below are a summary of a failed transactionand the consequences of its failure,as recorded in Njals saga. These events representthe
initialphase of a dispute that expanded into a complex and bitterfeud. It
will lead to the death of Otkel and his close kin and to the death of Gunnar
as well.
Gunnar H'amundarson is a bondi and a great warrior; he keeps good
kinship; he is a loyal friend,and generous too. Although not a goYi,35 he is
looked to as the leader of his own formidablekin group and as a "big man"
in the districtin which he lives. Because of famine conditions and his own
generosity, Gunnar runs short of hay and food. He seeks out Otkel
Skarfsson,a wealthyfarmer,who is apparentlywell stocked in spite of the
famine. Gunnar offers to buy hay and food from Otkel. Following the
counsel of his friend Skammkel, who is described as ill-willed,a liar, and
unpleasant to deal with,Otkel refuses to sell, and he also refuses Gunnar's
request for a gift.Tempers start to get hot among the members of both
parties,but nothingcomes of the encounter except that Otkel offersto sell
34Bcendr, pl., a free farmerwho qualifies as a householder: see Grdgds,la: 136, section 81;
2:272-73, section 242.
35 Usually rendered as chieftain,pl. godar. A go6i owned a godord,a chieftaincy.
A godordwas
freelytransferable.The officecarried withit certainjudicial and administrativeresponsibilities.
All free men had to be aitached to a go6i for purposes of thingattendance. Thingmen could
transfertheirallegiance fairlyeasily. At the time of the eventsrelated here therewere thirty-six
chieftainsin Iceland. See furtherJ6hannesson,History,pp. 53-63.
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Gunnar a slave, which he buys. The slave falls well short of contemporary
standards of merchantability,
but Otkel makes no effortto informGunnar
of the slave's defects (47, pp. 120-22).
Later in the summer,while Gunnar is attendingthe Althing,Hallgeri5,his
wife,orders the slave to steal enough butterand cheese fromGtkel's farmto
load two horses and to burn the storehouse so that no one will suspect a
theft.Gunnar returns to discover the theft,knowledge of which Hallgeri5
does not try to keep from him (48, pp. 122-24). Eventually it becomes
general knowledge, and Gunnar decides to make an offerof compensation
to Otkel. Otkel, again heeding Skammkel's counsel, refuses several very
generous offers of settlement(49, p. 127), choosing instead ultimatelyto
summon Hallgeri5for theftand Gunnar for illicituse of another's property
(50, pp. 129-30). Once at the Althingthe lawsuitnever gets offthe ground,
because Otkel's supporters abandon him. Gunnar is granted self-judgment
- the rightto arbitratethe case to whichhe is a party- and ends up paying
nothing (51, p. 132).
We are never told why Gunnar initiallysought out Otkel, but it can be
assumed thatthe stateof Otkel's storeswas not unknown.The saga describes
the encounter thus:
Gunnar then summoned Kolskegg [his brother],Prain Sigfuisson[his mother's
brother],and Lambi Sigurbarson [a firstcousin] to go withhim on a journey. They
traveledto Kirkjubcerand called Otkel out. He greeted them and Gunnar took the
greeting well.
"It so happens," said Gunnar, "that I have come to ask to buy hay and food from
you, if there's some available."
"There's both," said Otkel, "but I will sell you neither."
"Will you give it to me then," said Gunnar, "and leave it open as to how I'll
reward you?"
"I don't wish to," said Otkel (Skammkel was contributingbad counsel).
Prain Sigfuissonsaid, "It'd be fittingif we took it and leftwhat it was worthin its
place."
"The Mosfell men will have to be dead and gone," said Skammkel,"before you
Sigfuissonswill be able to plunder them."
"I won't take part in a raid," said Gunnar.
"Do you want to buy a slave from me?" said Otkel.
"I won't refuse to," said Gunnar. He bought the slave and then they went on
their way (47, pp. 121_22).36

36
I provide key portionsof the dialogue in the original here and in nn. 71 and 95 below: ". . .
'Sva er hattat,' segir Gunnarr, 'at ek em kominn at fala at P6r hey ok mat, ef til vaeri.'
'Hvarttveggjaer til,'segir Otkell, 'en hvarkivil ek P6r selja.' 'Villti gefa mer Pa,' segir Gunnarr,
'ok haettatil,hverju ek launa Per?' 'Eigi vil ek Pat,' segir Otkell. Skammkellvar tillagaillr. )rainn
Sigfiussonmaelti:'Pess vaerivert,at ver tcekimok leg6im ver6 i sta6inn.' 'Aldau6a eru Mosfellingar Pd,' segir Skammkell,'ef er Sigfiissynirskulu6 Pa raena.' 'Me6 engi ran vil ek fara,' segir
Gunnarr. 'Villt Pu' kaupa Praelat mer?' segir Otkell. 'Pat spari ek eigi,' segir Gunnarr."
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The passage shows the parties raising three ways of transferringthe food
and fodder: (1) sale for a price; (2) giftwiththe prospect of a returngiftin
the future; and (3) ran with an immediate return dictated by the taker. All
three modes are rejected. Otkel does not want to sell or give; Gunnar does
not want a ran even though supporters of both principals were willing to
agree on this mode. Skammkel, in fact,by doubting the abilityof Gunnar
and his companions to succeed in a violenttaking,is challengingthem to do
so and therebyaccepting Pnrain's"offer"to raid.
Just why the transactionfailed is complicated and requires a rather full
discussion, but we can dismiss at the outset several propositions. Otkel did
not refuse Gunnar's requests because he feared inadequate compensation.
There is absolutelyno discussion about price here. And to object that there
would be no point in discussing price because in famine times the value of
food reaches infinityin relation to noncaloric money substances37does not
account for Otkel's lack of concern later when he hears about the fireand
loss of food (48, p. 123): "He took the loss well and said that it probably
happened because the storehouse was so near the kitchen." Otkel is not
worried about depleting his own supplies. Somethingelse is motivatinghim,
and it is not merelya matterof Skammkel's malice, although, at one level,
this is what the author apparentlywould have us believe. Otkel is also the
recipientof much good counsel fromhis brotherHallbjprn,but he chooses to
reject it (49-50, pp. 127-30).38
When Gunnar arrives at Kirkjuboer,he calls Otkel out. This is the usual
procedure, and it gives no occasion for insult.39Otkel's greetingand Gunnar's friendlyacceptance of it show as much. Gunnar gets to the purpose of
his visit immediatelyby asking to buy hay and food. The quickness with
which the request is made indicates that Gunnar does not wish to stay; he is
not a seeker of hospitality.The haste could have been motivatedby a desire
to signal' his own sense of social superiorityor by polite concern not to
impose himselfand his followerswithout having firstbeen invited. Either
interpretationimplies a sense of social distance,one benign and one less so.
Otkel's reading of Gunnar's motivationwould have depended on the accompanying manipulation of other codes of sociability,like body language, the

37 The subject of Icelandic money and ways of expressing value is complicated; reasonably
clear introductionsare available in J6hannesson,History,pp. 328-35, and Gelsinger,Icelandic
Enterprise,
pp. 33-44. There were caloric money substances. Cows were used as a measure of
value and certain animals mightalso figureas a means of payment.See, e.g., the termsof the
award in Porgilssaga ok Haflia 31, St. 1:50.
38 Otkel's inabilityto recognize the quality of people and the advice they give is effortlessly
symbolizedby the author's noting that Otkel did not have good eyesight(49, p. 128). Others
who see Skammkel recognize immediatelythat he looks like he is up to no good (e.g., 50, p.
129). The effectof the detail about Otkel's nearsightednessis to shiftthe ultimateresponsibility
for the course of action from Skammkel to Otkel.
39 The proper procedure is the subject of discussion in Gudmundar
saga dyra 12, St. 1:184.

This content downloaded from 141.211.57.224 on Fri, 8 Nov 2013 13:47:17 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

28

Exchangein MedievalIceland

significanceof visitsat certain times of the day or seasons of the year, the
number of companions, how theyare dressed, the arms theybear, and their
relationshipto the principal, among many other things.40
Each partyappears to misread the other's intentions..Gunnar's expedition
is not as hostileas Otkel suspectsit mightbe, and Otkel is not as amenable to
supplying him with food as Gunnar thinkshe will be. So it is that Gunnar
construesOtkel's remark- "there's both, but I will sell you neither"- as a
hint to ask for a giftrather than as the statementof defiance it soon proves
itselfto be, thatis, as an indicationof hostilityto sellingratherthan hostility
to him. The shiftfrom the idiom of buying and selling to the language of
giftexchange is not a euphemisticway of discreetlyhagglingover price. It is
an attemptto define the social significanceof the transferby negotiatingthe
mode of exchange; at issue is the qualityof relationsbetween the parties,not
price.
Otkel clarifies,or perhaps firstformulates,his positionwhen he refusesto
make a gift. Relations have now been established between the groups and
they are hostile.41Otkel's refusal to transfervoluntarilythreatensto turn
Gunnar's trip to no account. Such fruitlessexpeditions are, everywherein
the sagas, sources of humiliation,42and humiliationscreate debts that demand repayment. This is why Prain urges a forceful taking and why
Hallgeri later willconnive a takingof her own. By refusingto transferfood,
Otkel chooses to transferinsult instead. And it will be repaid. The two
groups will henceforthengage in unsociable transactions,exchanging lawsuits and killings.These are not exchanges of intangibles.43Legal actions,
arbitrations,and killingare invariablyaccompanied by propertytransfers,
whetheras compensationawards and wergeld payments,44confiscationspursuant to outlawryjudgments, or raids. Such are the reciprocitiesof the blood
feud.45

40 The manipulation of such codes is discussed in Bourdieu, Theoryof Practice,pp. 11-71.

41 On the characterizationof hostilityas a form of social relationship see J. K. Campbell,
Honour,Family,and Patronage(Oxford, 1964), pp. 203-12; and E. L. Peters, "Some Structural
Aspects of the Feud among the Camel-Herding Bedouin of Cyrenaica," Africa 37 (1967),
261-82, at p. 262.
42 See, e.g., Heidarvigasaga 27, p. 296 (IF 3); Njdls saga 128, pp. 326, 328; Gisla saga Suirssonar
27, p. 88 (IF 6); and Vdpnfir6inga
saga 17, p. 58 (IF 11).
43 Injuries and killingswere not allowed to become abstractions.A victim'sblood and parts of
his body could be saved and used as elements of a ritual that inaugurated an avenging
expedition. See William Ian Miller,"Choosing the Avenger: Some Aspects of the Bloodfeud in
Medieval Iceland and England," Law and HistoryReview 1 (1983), 159-204.
44 Some provocative materials on the relation of wergeld payments to gift exchange in
another ethnographiccontextare discussed in Daryl Keith Feil, "From Negotiabilityto Responsibility:A Change in Tombema-Enga Homicide Compensation,"Human Organization38 (1979),
356-65.
45 It is hard to overestimatethe importance of the blood feud in any discussion of medieval
Icelandic exchange. Marriages and fosteringswere contractedwithreferenceto it. To engage in
it support was sought and bought or elicited with gifts.Fines and wergelds were paid; sheep
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Otkel does not look especially admirable in this dealing. Merely to be
possessed of plentyin famine timesis grounds for suspicion as to character.
But elsewhere Otkel is capable of generosity;he does not deny giftsand
hospitalityto everyone(47, p. 121; 52, p. 133). Somethingin the transaction
itself or the identityof the would-be purchaser provokes the refusal to
transferfood. Consider the events from Otkel's point of view. Otkel and
Gunnar, though residentin the same district,are not mentioned as having
had any relationsprior to the presentincident.No ties of kinshipor affinity
bind them or any membersof theirkin groups. But Gunnar's request forces
the parties to establish relations that will extend beyond this one occasion
unless Otkel is willing to deal in the buy/sellmode, where obligation is
specificas to amount and time,and futuredealings are not intended unless
explicitlyagreed to. Once Gunnar initiatesthe dealings Otkel cannot refuse
to deal withoutinsultingthe other party.A refusal to sell or give mightbe
taken as a challenge to take forcefully;and it was so construed by Gunnar's
uncle Prain. The three men accompanyingGunnar are at all timesa potential raiding party.46Gunnar seems to have anticipatedOtkel's anxieties. He
kept the size of his entourage well below the saga norm of six to twelve,
tryingto avoid the aura of intimidationthata larger partywould bringwith
it. Gunnar's sensitivityabout the size of his partysuggestsa general knowledge of the intimationsof insult,47intimidation,and violence that attached
to going to another's home with the intentionof bearing away provisions
undigested on horseback rather than digested, as a gift of hospitality.If
Otkel were a fisherman at a fishing station, Gunnar's arrival would be
regularized and insignificant,but Otkel is not a dealer in foodstuffs.
Otkel is not alone among reluctant sellers in the sagas. Accounts are
uniform in showing sellers to be defensive about what they perceive as
aggressiveacts.48And buyersare only too ready to confirmtheirfears.49In
were raided. To see the feud as an exchange cycle is not to impose some constructin vogue
among scholars on data that resist it, kickingand screaming. Wrongs demanded repayment.
The debt metaphor,the image of the returngift,was integralto the nativeconception of feud.
Unavenged kinsmen and unavenged insults were so many giftslooking for repayment. See
furtherWilliam Ian Miller, "Justifying
Skarphe6inn: Of Pretext and Politics in the Icelandic
Bloodfeud," ScandinavianStudies55 (1983), 316-44.
46 The companions were not necessaryto witnessa sale, although theymightbe necessaryto
witnessother claims - insults and injuries - that might arise. Except in transfersof land,
seagoing vessels,and chieftainciesand betrothalsof women (Grdgds,lb:75, section 169) a valid
sale could take place withoutwitnesses. People, however, did not travel alone except under
unusual circumstances;see furtherbelow, p. 44 and n. 98.
47 A like sensitivity
is shown by Ketil, who agreed to accept liabilityfor debts incurred by his
household member before the debtor had joined his household, only if the summoningof the
debtor were carried out with few men: Gunnars/ttr PiYrandabana 1, p. 198 (IF 11).
48islendingasaga 69, St. 1:324 (food), and 75, 1:341 (cloak); Reykdcela
saga 1, p. 153 (firewood);
Hcensa-Porissaga 5, pp. 13-16 (hay); Laxdacla saga 37, pp. 102-5 (horses); Hdvardar saga
15-16, pp. 343-45 (food).
Isfirclings
49 Would-be buyers,as was to be expected, did not react well to refusalsto sell: e.g., Islendinga
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one case an offerto buy food is undertaken specificallyfor the purpose of
harassing the other party.50The refusal is not only anticipated but wished
for so as to provide the pretext for even more aggressive action. The case
illustratesthat the darker significancesof attemptsto buy were available to
disputants to be consciouslymanipulated in the strategiesof the disputing

process.5 1

Gunnar's failed attempt to buy hay and food ends up, strangely,with
Otkel offeringto sell Gunnar an extra mouth to feed, a slave whom Gunnar
buys.52In a nice ironic turn it is the slave, Melkolf,who is the means by
which food gets transferredfrom Otkel to Gunnar; it is he who carries out
Hallgeri's command to steal the food from Otkel and fire his storehouse.
Theft,in Iceland and elsewherein early Germania,was a contemptibledeed,
sharing with murder (the unannounced killing)the shame of secretiveness.
Even the good-for-nothingMelkolfmustbe threatenedwithdeath before he
will steal (48, p. 123).53 The successful theftis not within the system of
saga 32, St. 1:261-62 (sword), and 104, 1:380 (food); Hrafnssaga Sveinbjarnarsonar
13, St. 1:216
(horse); Porgils saga skarda 14, St. 2:123 (food); Vatnsdala saga 17, p. 48 (IF 8) (sword);
Vdpnfir6inga
saga 4, p. 29 (valuables).
50 Sturla v. P6rhall, Sturlusaga 25, St. 1:98-99.
51 An imaginativedisputant like Hvamm-Sturla could expropriate food by forcingan extra
mouth on the seller. AfterDorvar6 sold some meal of low quality to Sturla, Sturla gave him a
choice of being sued or fosteringSturla's son. Dorvar6chose the latter.Sturlusaga 25, St. 1:98.
52 The slave had already been an object of exchange at the chapter's start. Melk6lf was
originallya chattelof Otkel's brother Hallbjprn. Otkel, however,"asked to buy the slave from
his brother;he said he would give him the slave, but added that the slave was not the treasure
Otkel thoughthim to be"; Njdls saga 47, p. 121. The episode is included for no other reason
than to invitecomparison with Otkel's sale of the slave to Gunnar. The plot only requires the
sale of a slave to Gunnar, not the prior transferof thatslave to Otkel. The comparison between
Hallbjprn and Otkel as sellers is easy and obvious. One volunteersthe commodity'sdefects,the
other conceals them. Hallbjprn, in fact, refuses to sell the slave, choosing to give him away
instead. By givingrather than selling,he intends several things:he leaves the returnentirelyto
the estimation that Otkel will make of the slave's value at some unspecified later date; he
announces his own low estimationof the slave's value; and he attemptsto absolve himselfof all
liabilityfor the slave's quality. The vignetteillustrateshow context-specific
the significanceof a
particularmode of exchange is. Here, givingratherthan sellingis a statementof the worthlessness of the object transferredand not much else.
More problematicis the comparison between Otkel and Gunnar as buyers.Otkel does not ask
his brotherto give him the slave but offersto buy him first,
just as Gunnar offeredto buy the
hay before he asked fora gift.But Otkel is dealing witha brother,Gunnar witha stranger,and
the goods are not comparable. Still,there is the suggestionthat Gunnar's etiquettewas correct
when he offered to buy before he requested a gift,even though it was not unknown for an
initial request to purchase simply to indicate an intent to come by the item in the cheapest
manner possible. In this regard note how King Harald goes about asking Au6un for his bear:
"The king said, 'Will you sell us the animal for the price you bought it?' [Au6un] answered, 'I
prefer not to, lord.' 'Then do you prefer,'said the king, 'that I give you twicethe price . . .?'
'Lord, I don't preferthat,'he said. The king asked, 'Will you give it to me then?' He answered,
'No, lord.' Au6unar /ttr Vestfirzka
1, p. 132 (IF 6); see also below, n. 93.
53"'I have been evil, but I've never been a thief.''What in the world!' she said, 'you think
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reciprocities.54 Because a secret crime with the thief unknown, theft, unlike
ran, by not inviting reprisal denies all social relation. But Hallgeri5 is not
completely secretive about the theft. She ostentatiously lets Gunnar know
about it in front of visitors, proud that she has avenged her husband's
humiliation.55 Once the theft becomes general knowledge, it prompts another attempt at exchange between Gunnar and Otkel. Gunnar again rides
to Kirkjuboer and indicates his willingness to compensate Otkel for the losses
he has suffered. This time, however, Gunnar is accompanied by eleven
others, and we may presume that the significance of the increase in numbers
was not lost on Otkel. As before Gunnar calls Otkel out, and as before Otkel
and his companions greet him. Then the following negotiations take place,
and they hold the clue as to why Otkel refused Gunnar's request in their first
encounter (49, pp. 126-27):
Otkel asked where Gunnar was travelingto. "No furtherthan here," said Gunnar. "My purpose is to tell you that the terribledamage that occurred here was
caused by my wife and the slave I bought from you."
"That was predictable,"said Hallbjprn.56
Gunnar said, "I wish to make a good offer:I propose thatthe men of the district
decide the matter."
Skammkel said, "That sounds good, but it's not fair; you are popular with the
farmersand Otkel is unpopular."
"I will propose this,"said Gunnar. "I willjudge the case myselfand conclude the
issue righthere: I offermy friendship,57to pay you a twofoldcompensation,and
to pay it all now."
you're a good man, when you have been both a thief and a murderer; if you dare to do
otherwise I will have you killed.'" See generally the discussion in Andersson, "The Thief in
Beowuif,"pp. 496-505.
54 Cf., however,Campbell, Honour,Family,and Patronage,pp. 211-12. Among the Sarakatsani
shepherds of northern Greece thieving is so generalized and institutionalizedas to form a
systemof reciprocities.
55 Although Hallger6's theftis attributedto a flawedcharacterby the saga and commentators
alike (Njals saga 1 and 48, pp. 7 and 124; e.g., Andersson,"The Thief in Beowuif,"pp. 504-5), it
should be noted that her response is determined, to some extent, by the role relegated to
women in the disputing process. Women were under strong social and legal constraint,in
mattersof rightsand honor, to act throughmen: e.g., Grhgas,la: 161, section89, and 3:647, s.v.
lQgradandi;Miller, "Choosing the Avenger," pp. 175-94. Hallger6, at thisjuncture, has been
deprived of her influenceover the free men of Gunnar's kin group and theirjoint household,
while her own kinsmenlive at another end of Iceland. She had earlier found that her husband
was imperviousto her goading (45, p. 118). She is thus withoutmeans to organize an avenging
raid on Otkel's farm. But while Gunnar is away at the Althingshe can order a slave about and
he is more likelyto succeed at thieverythan at raiding. It is worthnotingthatalthough Hallger6
sufferscondemnation for the theft,she is not ridiculed withthe farcicalcontemptthatis the lot
of women who do not leave the actual physicaltasksof disputingto men: see, e.g., the treatment
of Breeches-Au6 in Laxdaclasaga 35, pp. 95-98, and of Puri6 in Heidarvigasaga 22, pp. 278-79.
56 Otkel's brother and former owner of the slave: see above, n. 52.
57"Friendship" translates vindtta.This is more than friendship in the modern sense. It
with the
indicated a formalarrangementin which each friend agreed not to act inconsistently
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Skammkel said, "Don't take it. That would be demeaning if you were to grant
him self-judgmentwhen you should have it."
Otkel said, "I won't give you self-judgment,Gunnat."
Gunnar said, "I notice here the counsel of those who willeventuallyget theirjust
deserts. Anyway,judge yourselfthen."
Otkel leaned toward Skammkel and asked, "How should I answer now?"
Skammkel answered, "Call it a good offer,but submit your case to Gizur hviti
and Geir gobi; then many will say that you are like your father'sfather,Hallkel,
who was the greatestof warriors."
Otkel said, "That's a good offer,Gunnar, but, still,I want you to give me the
time to meet with Gizur hviti and Geir goNi."
Gunnar said, "Have it your way, but some would say that you can't see where
your honor lies if you don't accept the opportunityI have offered you."
This passage offers a nutshell exposition of the procedures for reaching a
settlement without going to law and for determining payment (damages)
after possession has been transferred. But just as the earlier negotiations
over the purchase of food, these also break down. Here too price is not at
issue, although Gunnar mistakes the rejection of his offer to submit to the
arbitration of the local farmers as expressing such a concern. This is why, it
seems, his next offer stipulates double compensation. The rejection of this
offer turns on the significance of letting Gunnar articulate the terms of the
award by conferring on himself the right of self-judgment.58 The issue is not
money, but prestige and honor. And when Otkel, following Skammkel's
advice, postpones accepting Gunnar's very generous offer to let Otkel judge
the dispute, it is clear that the dispute is no longer about the value of hay
and food at all, but about competition for power and prestige in the district.
In this context Skammkel's advice is right. Otkel gains no prestige if Gunnar
freely grants the power of self-judgment. Units of prestige would only be
transferred if Otkel were to force Gunnar to offer self-judgment, or if
Gunnar's offer were motivated by fear that Otkel could force it from him,
and not by impatient irritation to have done with the matter.
In Skammkel's sotto voce advice we can ascertain the reasons for Otkel's
earlier refusal to sell and present refusal to settle. Skammkel's reference to
Otkel's paternal grandfather, Hallkel, the great warrior, notes a falling off'in
Otkel's lineage from the previous generations.59 The comment suggests that

interestof the other and to provide mutual counsel and support. I discuss vindttaat greater
length in "Justifying
Skarphe6inn," pp. 338-41, and see also below, n. 114.
58 I treatthe structures
and strategiesof arbitratedresolutionsin William Ian Miller,"Avoiding Legal Judgment:The Submissionof Disputes to Arbitrationin Medieval Iceland," American
Journalof Legal History28 (1984), 95-134; see pp. 116-19 for a discussion of self-judgment.
59 Another source reveals that Hallkel acquired his reputation by being rather particular
about modes of exchange: Landndmab6k,
p. 388 (IF 1). He thoughtit cowardlyto accept a giftof
land fromhis half-brotherand preferredinstead to challenge another settlerto a duel for his
claim.
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Otkel is moved by a concern to reestablishthe statushis lineage once had in
the district.There would be no better way to accomplish this than to be
known as the person who had bested the great warrior Gunnar. It is significantthat Skammkel appends the reference to Hallkel to his counsel to
turn the matterover to Gizur and Geir. Both these men are go6ar and both
are Otkel's patrilateralsecond cousins.60The message to Gunnar is unmistakable. Otkel wishes to expand the dispute beyond the two households now
involved. Nothing could be more suitable to Otkel's agenda than to make
hay of Hallger65'sdisgracefulact. The theftprovides a perfectopportunityto
humiliate Gunnar,just as Gunnar's shortage of supplies had provided earlier. Otkel does not mean to lose this opportunityand so chooses to initiate
legal action against Hallger65and Gunnar (50, pp. 129-30).61 This can be his
only motive,since in termsof the dispute as narrowlyconceived - thatis, as
a case of reparation for theftand fire- there was littlemore Otkel could
realisticallyachieve once Gunnar offered him self-judgment.62
Gunnar's knowledge of Otkel's purpose is revealed in the terms of his
self-judgedaward delivered later at the Althingin the wake of Otkel's failure
to mustersufficientsupport for the theftcases. "This is myjudgment: . . . I
determinethatyou summoned me in order to libel me and I assess thatto be
no less in value than the storehouse and everythingthat was burned within
it" (51, p. 132). The lawsuitwas an insult,63and the insult,significantly,
ends
up being valued in termsof food. As for the theft,thatis judged to be a quid
pro quo for the faithlesssale of the slave: "I will not compensate you for the
slave's acts since you concealed his defects;but I adjudge him to be returned
to you, because ears look best where they grew" (51, p. 132).
The impedimentsand difficultieswhich seem to attach to the transferof
food and hay contrastrather drollywith how easily propertyin humans is
transferred.Melkolf, the slave, was the object of a gift,a sale, a payment

60 Gizur and Geir will lead the expedition to kill Gunnar at a later phase of this dispute
(75-77, pp. 184-91).
61 Hallger6 is liable for her own wrongs, and her propertywould be subject to confiscation
should she be outlawed: Grdgds,2:350, section 318. Gunnar is summoned in his own rightfor
having benefitedfrom the use of stolen property: see Grdgds,lb: 163, section 227, and Droplaugarsonasaga 5, p. 150.
62 Had Otkel been able to muster sufficient
support to followthe case through to judgment,
he could have gotten Hallger6 outlawed and possibly Gunnar also. But such outcomes were
difficultto achieve and leftthe successfulplaintiffwith the task of executing thejudgment by
doing the same to his outlaw. On the difficulty
of obtainingand enforcingjudgments at law see
Miller, "Avoiding Legal Judgment,"pp. 107-15; on the types of relief available at law and in
arbitrationsee generally Andreas Heusler, Das Strafrecht
der Isldndersagas(Leipzig, 1911).
63 The laws recognize thata summons for theftis an insult; theygive a cause of action to the
defendant for slander if he is proven innocent,unless the plaintiffexplicitlyannounces that he
is summoning in good faith and not for the purpose of disgracing the defendant: Grdgds,
lb: 162, section227, and Bolla /ttr 84, pp. 240-4 1; see also Andersson,"The Thief in Beowuif,"
pp. 496-97.
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pursuant to an arbitrationaward, and even a ran. His Celtic name, coupled
with the briefnotice that Hallbjprn brought him to Iceland, makes it highly
probable thathe was introduced into the streamof commerce as the spoil of
a Viking raid.64
Up to now the discussionhas focused on the principals,to the exclusion of
uninvolvedthirdparties. Skammkelhas told us that Otkel is unpopular with
the farmersin the district,but we are not certainif thisis the consequence of
his hoarding in thisfamineor of a cumulationof past unpleasantnesses.But
Otkel's refusal to sell elicits unambivalent comment and direct action by
others. Thus Gunnar's friend Njal to his wife Bergo6ra (47, p. 122):
"It's reprehensible
to refuseto sellto Gunnar.Thereis no hope forothersthere

if people like Gunnarcan't obtainanything."

"Whydo you need to talkso muchaboutit?"said Bergo6ra."It wouldbe more
manlyto sharefood and hay withhim sinceyou are shorton neither."
Njal said,"That'sabsolutely
right;I shallprovidehimwithsomething."
He went
up to o6r6lfsfell
withhis sons.There theyloaded fifteen
horseswithhayand five
withfood. Njal arrivedat Hli6arendiand called Gunnarout. Gunnarwelcomed
himwell.Njal said,"Here is hayand foodwhichI wantto giveto you.I don'twant
you ever to seek out anyoneotherthan me if you are in need."
"Your giftsare good,"said Gunnar,"butthe friendship
of you and yoursons
matterseven more."AfterthatNjal wenthome.
If Gunnar had a friendnearbywithfull stores,whydid he choose instead
to turn to a stranger?One reason can be fairlydeduced from the saga. At
thistime the wivesof Gunnar and Njal were embroiled in a bitterfeud; they
had been exchanging the killing of slaves, servants,and other household
members over the course of the previous decade.65 The strong friendship
between the husbands managed to keep the dispute within compensable
limits,but there were stillunsettledscores, and dealings between the households, even between Gunnar and Njal, needed to be handled with delicate
circumspection.Gunnar did not wish to upset this balance by asking for a
gift;nor was Njal ready to offera gift,unasked for,withoutthe consent of
his wife,who had nothing but hatred for Gunnar's household. Only in an
Icelandic familysaga, where tersenessis a way of life as well as a matterof
prose style,could Njal be accused of talking too much after such a brief
indulgence in sententiousness.But his wistfullament,by design I think,gets
Bergpora's consent to a gifthe wishes to make by annoyingher into suggesting it herself.
Both Njal and BergPora invoke norms of proper behavior in this discussion. Njal condemns Otkel ("it is reprehensibleto refuse to sell"); Bergpora
64
See above, n. 52. Melk6lf is a reflexof what has become Malcolm (Ir. Maelcoluim): Njdls
saga p. 121, n. 1. On Viking raids in Ireland see Peter H. Sawyer,Kingsand Vikings:Scandinavia
and Europe AD 700-1100 (London, 1982), pp. 81-85.
65
For a fulleraccount of thislong and complicatedfeud see Miller,"Justifying
Skarphe6inn."
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exhorts Njal ("it is manly to share"). One is not merelythe obverse of the
other. Njal's statementrefersto selling; it implies that Otkel was under no
obligation to give, but that he was under some moral constraintto sell to
someone to whom he was not otherwiseobligated.66Bergo6ra's statement,
addressed to a friend of Gunnar, speaks of gifts,not sales. The sociable
thingto do withfood and hay in famine when a friendis in need is to give,
provided "you are short on neither,"and when solicitedby members of the
general communityto honor requests to purchase.67
2. Blund-Ketil v. Hen-DPrir: The Politics of Ran
The second case is fromHmensa-poris
saga. Blund-Ketil is a wealthyand
popular farmer.One summer when the hay yield is very poor, he has his
tenantspay theirrentin hay and then advises how manyanimals theyshould
slaughterin order to get theirremaining stock through the winter.But the
tenants do not kill as many animals as they were instructed to and by
mid-winterthey are in desperate need. Three of them ask Blund-Ketil for
hay; he shares out some and slaughters fortyhorses of his own to make
more available (1, p. 5; 4, pp. 11-13).68 When stillmore tenantsask for hay
Blund-Ketil refuses. He suggests instead that they see Hen-p6rir, who is
rumored to have hay to sell. The tenantsask Blund-Ketilto accompany them
because theyanticipatethat P6rirwillnot sell to them unless Blund-Ketilacts
as their surety(5, p. 13).69
Hen-P6rir is wealthyand unpopular. He acquired his wealth by "sellingin
one districtwhat he bought in another." His having peddled hens on one
occasion earned him his nickname as well as a profit.He bought land near
Blund-Ketiland continued to make money by lending to the farmersof the

This point'is developed furtherbelow in the text and notes at nn. 87-94.
Cf. Raymond Firth's account of people's reactions to severe famine in Social Change in
Tikopia (New York, 1959). The Tikopia maintained the social frameworkof their exchange
systemin spite of famine. If food was transferredit was by gift,not by sale; there was no profit
taking(p. 75). Good manners remained. Stillthievingincreased,and there was a contractionof
peripheral social relations,although people stillcontinued to voice the norms of sharing and
against thieving(p. 82). "The Tikopia avoided where possible their general responsibilityor
undefined responsibilityfor kin during the famine,but showed no dispositionto reject responsibilitywhichhad been specificallydefined by undertaking."But households where food was not
desperatelyshortwould "link ovens" and pool supplies (p. 84). Food only stopped being shared
withnon-household memberswhen the situationwas desperate (pp. 82-83). The general food
shortage described in Njdls saga does not appear to have reached anywhere near these
proportions.The famine seems to have been short and localized.
68 The saga makes no negativejudgment about Blund-Ketiltakingrentsin hay. If we give it a
benign gloss, it seems to be no more than a sort of pooling arrangement, undertaken in
distressingtimes to betterhandle shortages of small producing units. On pooling see Sahlins,
StoneAge Economics,pp. 188-89.
69 The tenantsmay already be indebted to D6rir,a likelystateof affairssince "he had loaned
money at interestto just about everyone" (1, p. 6).
66

67
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district.He also undertook to foster Helgi, the son of Arngrim go6i, and
assigned the boy half his propertyin return for Arngrim'ssupport. This
meant debts owed to tk6rirgot paid, and "he became the richestof men"
(1-2, pp. 6-7). The followingtakes up at the point Blund-Ketil has entered
P6rir's house after P6rir would not come out in response to Blund-Ketil's
request.
"We're here because we want to buy hay from you, P6rir," said Blund-Ketil.
o6riranswered, "Your money is no better than mine."
Blund-Ketil said, "That depends on your point of view."
P6rir asked, "Why are you short on hay, rich man?"
Blund-Ketil said, "Actually,I'm not short on hay, but I am asking to buy it for
mytenantswho need some help. I would gladlyget some forthemif thereis any."
"You are entitled to give your things to others, but not my things."
Blund-Ketil replied, "We are not asking for gifts;let Odd and Arngrimdetermine the price on your behalf and I will give you giftson top of that."
o6rirsaid he did not have hay to sell and "anyway,I don't want to sell."
[Blund-Ketil and his men went out and took inventoryof P6rir's livestockand
hay reservesand determinedtherewas a five-stacksurplus.] They wentback in and
Blund-Ketil said, "About your hay situation: it seems to me that you will have a
good amount leftover though all your animals were fed inside until the Althing,
and I want to buy that amount."
o6rirsaid, "What shall I have next winterif there's another one like thisone, or
worse?"
Blund-Ketil answered, "I make these terms: to provide you with the same
amount of hay in the summer no worse in quality and to transportit to your
enclosure."
"If you do not have hay now," said o6rir,"what do you expect to have in the
summer? But I know that there is such a differenceof power between us that you
will take the hay from me if you want."
Blund-Ketil said, "That is not the way to go about it. You know that silverpays
any debt in this land and I will give you that for the hay."
"I don't want your silver,"said o6rir.
"Then take such wares70as Odd and Arngrimdetermine on your behalf."
"There are few workmen here," said o6rir,"nor am I inclined to travel and I
don't want to be bothered with such things.
[Blund-Ketil conceded all of o6rir'sobjections regarding transportingthe payment,place of payment,wrapping the wares, and where theywould be housed, all
to no avail.]
Blund-Ketil said, "Things will get worse then; we will have the hay all the same,
though you say no, but we willleave the price in its place and take advantage of the
fact that we outnumber you."
Then P6rir was silent,and he was not in a good mood. Blund-Ketil had rope
fetched and the hay bound up; theypacked it on the horses and took it away . ..
(5, pp. 14-16).7
70
71

Payment in "wares" meant va6mdl: see Cleasby-Vigfusson,s.v. vara.

" 'Sva er varit,'sag6i Blund-Ketill,'at ver viljum kaupa hey at per, D6rir.' D6rirsvarar: 'Eigi
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Blund-Ketil's patience, his refusal to take offense, and Po6rir'smeanspirited hostilityapproach the allegorical.72They represent extremes in
characterdelineationin the sagas. Yet thisexemplum of patience,in contrast
to hagiographic material,does not deal with the temptationof the spiritor
the sufferingof the flesh but with the painfulness of tryingto conclude a
bargain witha reluctantseller. Unlike Gunnar, who abandoned his attempt
to purchase in the face of a refusalto sell, Blund-Ketilperseveres,conceding
any point Po6rirputs forth as an obstacle to an agreement. There is no
question here of treatingthe refusalto sell as an invitationto ask for a gift.
Instead it is Blund-Ketilwho offersgiftsas an inducementto Po6rirto accept
Blund-Ketil'sgenerous offerto have the price determinedby Po6rir'spatron,
Arngrim,and Blund-Ketil'senemy,Odd. But Po6rirwants Blund-Ketil'sgifts
no more than his money. In fact, Po6rir,hardly a stranger to trade and
haggling,does not use the famine as an occasion to exact exorbitantprices.
Although a hoarder, Po6riris singularlyunconcerned about price. Money is
not an impersonal commodityto him; he prefershis own to Blund-Ketil's:
"your money is no better than mine."73Nor is he able to conceive that a
transferof possession by sale extinguishes his rights and person in the
goods: "you are entitled to give your things to others but not my things."
These responses do not suggest the sensibilityof the marketplace, or
much interestin profiteither.74In '6rir'sestimation,since what Blund-Ketil
would pay him would be the value of the hay and nothing more, why not
keep the hay? However mistakenly,Blund-Ketil construes P'6rir's initial
reticenceas a disagreementover price. Price was much constrained by the
force of customaryequivalences.75And this helps explain the indirectionof
er mer Pitt fe betra en mitt.' Blund-Ketill molti, 'Ymisst veitir pat.' P6rir svarar: 'Hvi ertu i
heyProti,au6igr mabr?' Blund-Ketill melti, 'Eigi em ek greibliga i heylroti, ok fala ek fyrir
landseta mina, er furfa lykkjask 6rlausna; vilda ek gjarna fa Peim, ef til veri.' 'Pat muntu eiga
allra heimilast,at veita pbrum Pitt,en eigi mitt.'Blund-Ketill svarar: 'Eigi skulu ver gjafar at
bi6ja; lattu Odd ok Arngrimgera verb fyrirPina hpnd, en par a ofan vil ek gefa per gjafar.'
P6rir kvazk eigi hey hafa til at selja, - 'enda vil ek eigi selja....'"
72 See the sensitivereading of the saga in Theodore M. Andersson,The IcelandicFamilySaga:
An AnalyticReading (Cambridge, Mass., 1967), pp. 115-21.
73 In this passage "money" translates Old Icelandic fe. Fe was used to refer to money
substancesand generallyto property,but it also meant sheep or livestockand is so used later in
the passage quoted in n. 71 above; see Cleasby-Vigfusson,s.v.fe. To translate"money" here
may be slightlytendentious; "property"is perhaps better. Yet it is clear that what is meant is
whateverwould be given as a paymentfor the hay. The means of paymentwas, as the passage
shows later, open to negotiation. It could be in money substances like silver or va6Yndl,or an
exact exchange of hay for hay.
74 In this regard consider that one of Blund-Ketil's offersof payment is to transfera like
quantity and quality of hay the next summer. In Gregory's model (see above, n. 29) such
paymentis one of the markersof a giftsince no considerationwould be given for the delay in
repayment.But Blund-Ketilis unambivalent'ytalkingabout paymentfor a purchase of hay that
"I want to buy (kaupa)." See'also King Harald's firstofferto buy Au6un's bear in n. 52 above.
75 Prices were also subject to annual determinationat the things.
See J6hannesson,History,pp.
320-22; Gelsinger,IcelandicEnterprise,pp. 36-44.
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Blund-Ketil'sofferto pay more: thatis, to let the issue of price be submitted
to the arbitrationof twogo6ar partial to P>6rirand to add giftson top of that.
There are two thingsto note about thisoffer,both of whichindicatethatit is
an attemptto shiftthe transactionto familiarand more regularized structures: (1) Go6ar claimed the power to set prices on imports; referringthe
matterto themwould be an easy analogical extensionof thisgo6i prerogative
to include local goods.76 (2) For face-to-facedealing, the stuffof trade,
the offersubstitutesa model of dispute resolution,the stuffof law and feud,
an especially attractivemodel because it was not only familiar,but more
appropriate to stationthan haggle. The issue of price, as we shall see, could
be dealt with directlyby bargaining, but it is remarkable how quickly the
issue is euphemized or mooted by shiftingto the structuresand idiom of gift
exchange, or how it is "legalized" by shiftingto the structuresand language
of law or arbitration.Blund-Ketil's offerto submit the price to arbitration
transformsthe wished-forexchange in much the same way his ran will: both
move the exchange from trade and bargain to courts and feud.77
The rapiditywithwhich P>6rirrejectsBlund-Ketil'soffers,coming up with
a new excuse each time,makes all P6rir'sreasons look contrived.It would be
easier to believe his concern about depleting his hay reservesin anticipation
of bad yields the next year if this were his'only objection,or if it were even
feasible to store hay for more than a year and a half in a damp climate
without silos. In this regard consider Arngrim's comment to P>6rirlater:
"The hay whichhe took will have a betterend than thatwhichrotswithyou"
(6, p. 17). Yet in spite of their bad faith 1P6rir'sobjections are instructive.
They show how difficultit could be to negotiate a sale where the means of
paymentand unitsof account had to be hashed out (thatis, whetherit would
be in hay, silver,or ells of woolen cloth); where the qualityof the means of
paymenthad to be determined;78and where, if paymentwas to be made in
hay or cloth,the place and time of deliveryof the payment79and the means
of transportingit and of protectingit fromdamp, mildew,and insectshad to
be stipulated.80Did these stumblingblocks push the parties to modes of
transfer,like giftsand raids, in which possession passed immediatelyand the
difficultdetails of requital were postponed and leftto the discretionof one
of the parties or to the judgment of arbitrators?81
P6rir's refusal to sell is attributedby the saga writer to his character

76 See J6hannesson,History,
pp. 319-20. Norwegian and Orcadian merchantsdid not always
acquiesce peaceably to godar who attemptedto exercise this authority:see, e.g., Islendingasaga
15 and 35, St. 1:240 and 270; Hcnsa-p6ris saga 2, pp. 8-9.
77 See above, nn. 44 and 59.
78Lj6svetninga
saga 5, p. 23 (C version: 13, p. 23).
79 Valla-Lj6tssaga 6, pp. 248-49 (IF 9).
80Hcensa-P6rissaga 5, p. 16.
considerationsto add to the
81 This question raises some secondary functionaland efficiency
social and political ones that I take to be more central.
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defects.D6rir'ssensibilitiesare so calloused thatit is unlikelythathe took the
request to buy as an insult to his newly acquired landowning status. On its
surface the saga makes his malignitypurely motiveless;he is a true villain.
And it may be thatthisis all there is to it. Yet if he had a motive,perhaps it
lies in this: we saw in the preceding case thatoffersto buy made at the home
of the owner were not neutral acts. They carried with them an implied
threat,which could be ignored if the parties chose to gloss over the inherent
tenseness of the situation with politenesses and courtesies. But if a party
wished to engender dispute he need not do much to get one going. The
situation was rife with evil possibility.P6rir must have suspected that the
outcome of his surlyrefusalsmightwell be a ran, and he proceeded knowing
thatthiswas a riskhis manner entailed. It was he, in fact,who firstraised the
possibilityof a forcefultaking: "But I know there is such a differenceof
power between us thatyou will take the hay fromme if you want" (5, p. 15).
He wished to define a formal hostile relationship with Blund-Ketil for
reasons the saga does not give us. Resentmentof Blund-Ketil'sprestigeand
wealthis a likelycandidate: "Why are you shorton hay,richman?" (5, p. 14).
judged that his position vis-'a-visBlund-Ketilwould be improved
And o6rir
if Blund-Ketil were provoked into leaving behind a cause of action for full
ratherthanjust the purchase price of some hay or nothingat all.
outlawry,82
The definitionof relationswas accomplished by simplyshiftingthe mode of
exchange from barter and trade to raid.
Ran does not deny reciprocity.This is openly admitted in this case and
suggested in the previous one by the willingnessto leave behind a consideration.83 Otherwise a forceful taking invited repayment in the form of a
lawsuit or reprisal.84Blund-Ketil endured all three: he left behind a price,
See also Kristnisaga 8, p. 260, in Islendingasogur,1, ed. Gu6ni J6nsson (Reykjavik,1953).
Gragas, lb:64, section228, indicatesa rdnof the sort Blund-Ketilcommittedwas punishable
by full outlawry. Full outlawry meant a loss of all juridical status and total confiscationof
property.The outlaw could be killed withoutliabilityby anyone, and the prosecutorwas, in fact,
obliged to hunt him down. Harboring or assistingan outlaw was itselfpunishable by a lesser
outlawryof three years' exile: see Gragas, la: 122-23, section 73; 2:342-43, sections 304-6;
pp. 124-90, and
3:672, s.v. sk6ggangr.On the typesof sanctiongenerallysee Heusler, Strafrecht,
Miller,"Avoiding Legal Judgment,"pp. 109-10. On the legal issues involved in this particular
case see further Konrad Maurer, "Ueber die Ha?nsa-p6ris saga," in Abhandlungender
12/2(1871),
Akademieder Wissenschaften
bayerischen
Classederkoniglichen
philosophisch-philologischen
157-216, at pp. 189-95.
84 Rdn arose in different
contexts.In the cases treated in this essay it is a direct response to a
refusalto sell or give and is geared, initiallyat least, to the acquisitionof specificgoods: see the
cases cited above, n. 48. Rdn was also undertaken as a way of provisioningforcesassembled for
battle.Sometimescompensationwas awarded for these expropriationspursuant to a settlement
saga dyra3, St. 1: 165-66), but often farmershad to endure
between the principals(Gu6fmundar
these depredations,even if not so quietly(Islendingasaga 21, St. 1:247; Hrafnssaga Sveinbjarnarson 12-13, St. 1:213-15; Gu6mundarsaga dyra 19, St. 1:202). Elsewhere,rdn figuresprimarilyas
an act of vengeance or self-help,a tacticalmaneuver, in a dispute already clearlydefined: e.g.,
saga 7, pp. 38-40. In manyinstancesthe goal is less the
Laxdwlasaga 19, pp. 45-46; Vdpnfir6inga
82
83
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he was summoned for an outlawryaction, and he was burned in his house
(8-9, pp. 21-24). Having given value for the expropriated goods did not
absolve Blund-Ketil of legal liabilityfor the ran; state of mind was not an
element of the legal action anyway.85The payment was meant to give
concreterepresentationto his lack of hostileintentionand therebyto subvert
reprisal by undermining the moral basis of any future claim Po6rirmight
patron denied him support,as
make.86Blund-Ketilalmostsucceeded. Po6rir's
he would have done the same
in
fact
said
who
Odd,
did Blund-Ketil'senemy
the support of Odd's son,
is
able
to
purchase
P'6rir
Blund-Ketil.
But
as
Porvald, and it turnsout thatthiswas all he needed (6, p. 18; 7, pp. 20-21).
of Blund-Ketil'sran is somewhat more problematicthan
The justifiability
the saga's partisan account would have us believe. Even within the saga
contrarynormativestatementsappear. Alongside Arngrim'sstatementcited
above - "The hay whichhe took will have a betterend than thatwhich rots
withyou" - is Porvald Oddason's "Each is entitledto controlhis own" (7, p.
20).87 And though it mightbe reprehensibleto refuse to sell to such men as
acquisition of specificgoods than the inflictionof damage, material or psychological,on one's
adversary.These takingsinvariablyend up being paid for in some way,eitherby reprisal or an
arbitratedcompensation award (Sturlusaga 10 and 21-22, St. 1:75-76 and 91-95; GucYmundar
saga dyra 17, 19, and 22, St. 1: 196, 201, and 206).
85Grdgis, lb:164, section 228.
86 Third-partysupport was crucial to the success of legal and arbitrationalproceedings, and
third parties were influencedby their estimationof the moralityand popularityof the action:
Skarphe6inn," pp. 318-19,
see, e.g., Hdvardarsaga isfirfings14, p. 341; and Miller,"Justifying
and generally "Avoiding Legal Judgment,"pp. 97-115.
87 "Berr er hverr at rada sinu." Porvald's words are similar to the principle the bcndr
articulatedin opposition to a provisionin the Norwegian law code -J6nsb6k - introducedinto
28, p. 349, in Byskupasogur,1, ed. Gu6ni J6nsson (Reykjavik,
Iceland in 1281: Arnasaga byskups
1953). The new law provided for forced sales of hay at the customaryrate on behalf of those
who had need fromthose who had surpluses. If the sale was resisted,the owner was to be fined,
the hay was to be taken withoutpayment,and any injuries he received defending were to be
uncompensable: J6nsb6k:Kong Magnus HakonssonsLovbogfor Island, ed. Olafur Halld6rsson
(1904; repr. Odense, 1970), 7.12, pp. 139-40. One commentatorargues that the provision
was introduced.
indicatesthatthe hay-takingepisode in Hcnsa-p6rir was composed afterJ6nsb6k
The saga writer,he suggests, wanted to show that "Blund-Ketill's tragedy was that he was
morally correct but legally premature. He was an anachronism. Like the noble heathen,
Blund-Ketill'sgood heart elevated him above the deficienciesof his age . . .": Alan J. Berger,
"Old Law, New Law, and Hcnsa-p6ris saga," ScriptaIslandica 27 (1976), 3-12, at p. 11. The
deficiencyof the age is apparentlyrepresentedby the sectionin Gragas whichgave D6rira cause
of action for rdn,givinglegal sanction to his "anti-socialindividualism"(ibid.). "His age" refers
confirmedwas over and in
to the era of the Icelandic republic (930-1262), an age whichJ6nsb6k
the early part of whichthe familysagas were set. Berger's viewsare too confidentlymade on too
littleevidence. We do not know who the bcndr were who opposed the provision,but since the
bishop was of their company we may suppose it was those who could rely on having stores
available, thatis, those who had access to tithes:Arnasaga 28, p. 348; Laxdcla saga, introduction,
pp. lxxiv-lxxv;also see J6hannesson,History,pp. 171-78, 182-86. In thiscase the opposition to
theJ6nsb6kprovision indicates the deficienciesof a particular class, not of an age. Nor do we
know enough about how food was transferredduring timesof shortageto evaluate preciselythe
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Gunnar and Blund-Ketil,men like them were aware that forcefultakingwas
not any more sociable; theywere reluctantraiders if theyraided at all.8, We
also learn later that Blund-Ketil, like Gunnar in the previous case, had a
friendclose by who was well stocked and would have been more than willing
to give hay and pasturage to Blund-Ketil(10, pp. 26-27)."9 There is no hint
of any troubles between the friends'households as there was between Gunnar's and Njal's. Blund-Ketil'sless specificreticenceabout turningto friends
when in need adds a new wrinkle to the riskinessof requests to transfer
material wealth from one household to another. There are cases which
suggest that the existence of prior obligationsof mutual aid did not make
the situationany less touchy than it was when dealing with so many Otkels
and P'6rirs.90One's affinescould also be reluctantsuppliers. For example,
when Bar6i Gu6mundarson sought out his wife's father for supplies to
maintain forces to protect himself against a vengeance expedition, his
father-in-lawdisclaimed the duty.9' Bart5iimmediatelydeclared himselfdiin
vorced; he also refused to release his wife'smaritalproperty,substituting,
effect,a ran of his wife for a giftfromher father.92In a similarcase witha
significanceof the opposition. The cases we are dealing with in this paper suggest that the
hostilitymay have been to forced sales, not only because theywere forcedbut because theywere
sales. People wished to control their surpluses, not in order to take profits,but to have the
wherewithalto make giftsto those who already had claims on them or to those withwhom they
wished to establishfutureclaims. A forced sale made for no futurerelations.Nor should we be
surprised that there mightbe competing normativestatementsof varyinglevels of generality
and applicability,some expressing generosity and animosity toward hoarding, and others
expressing concern for the depredations that "guests" might make on one's stores. On the
contradictionof proverbsregarding food sharing see Sahlins, StoneAge Economics,pp. 125-28,
and cf. "Havamal," sts. 3, 35, 67, in Edda, ed. Gustav Neckel, rev. Hans Kuhn (Heidelberg,
1962).
88 Cf. Gunnar's "I won't take part in a raid" (above, n. 36) with Blund-Ketil's response to
P6rir'ssuggestionthathe had the power to take forcefully:"This is not the way to go about it"
(above, n. 71).
89 The saga does not mention why Blund-Ketil did not seek out his friend. Blund-Ketil
suggestsseeing D6rirbecause he heard that D6rirhad hay to sell. P6rir'sfarmis only two miles
away from Blund-Ketil's, while the friend, Dorkel, lives about fourteen miles away. But the
differencein distance, by saga standards, is insufficientin itselfto determine the course of
conduct. Both are near enough to qualifyas neighbors. Some significanceshould attach to the
factthatBlund-Ketilis asking for his tenantsratherthan in his own right;forthem,he may not
be as willingto exhaust the credits he has established with his friends and relations.
90 Conflictsbetween a household unit and the wider kin networkwithinwhich it is situated
have been well noted in the ethnographicliterature:see, e.g., the discussionin Bourdieu, Theory
of Practice,pp. 30-71; Sahlins, StoneAge Economics,pp. 123-30; John L. Comaroff and Simon
Roberts,Rulesand Processes:The CulturalLogicofDisputein an AfricanContext(Chicago, 1981), pp.
216-31. Inheritance disputes are by necessityintra-kinand not only pit sibs, especially of the
half blood, against each other, but also groups bound by affinity(e.g., Laxdcla saga 18, pp.
40-43); maritaldisputes usually extend beyond the conjugal unit to provide sources of conflict
between affines(e.g., Vdpnfir&ngasaga 6, pp. 36-38).
91Heidarvigasaga 32, p. 311,
92
If the husband brought about the divorce, the wife had a rightto her dowry and to the
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went to his sister'shusband to request a giftor sale
happier ending SteinPo6r
of provisions.93The request in the alternativepoints up the uncertaintyas to
sisterobliged the request witha
the least offensivemode to adopt. SteinPO6r's
gift,but her husband objected, claiming the transferwas a ran. The wife's
sexual ministrationseventually persuaded the husband to reclassifythe
transaction as a gift. In these instances the shortages were created by a
sudden increase in mouths rather than a decrease in yields,and the voluntariness of the shortage may have made these affinesmore reluctantthan
usual.94 The accompanying saga commentary,nevertheless,unambivalently
condemns the lack of generosity.
All our cases show that requests to bear away food were not to be lightly
undertaken. Presumablythe sensitiveseeker of provisionsavoided imposing
on his friends and affines unless it was absolutely necessary. This meant
undertakingexpeditions to buy from people not willingto sell. Blund-Ketil
and Gunnar thought there was less to be lost by making an enemy of
someone who had previously been no friend than to risk destroying a
friendship.

3. Porleik v. Eldgrim: Transfer of Horses
and Movement of People
The difficultiesencountered in the followingcase fromLaxdaclasaga owe
nothingto famine. At issue are four finehorses. The patternshould by now
be familiar,but the case adds furthercontour to our discussion.The scene is
the Althing:
Porleikwas sittingin his booth when a tall man enteredalone. He greeted
Porleik,who acknowledgedhis greetingand asked him his name and wherehe
in
was from.He said his name was Eldgrimand thathe livedat Eldgrimsstead
Borgarfjord...

Porleiksaid, "I've heard it said about you thatyou are no weakling."
Eldgrimsaid,"Whatbringsme hereis thatI wantto buythosecostlystudhorses
fromyou thatKotkelgave you last summer."
Porleikanswered,"The horsesare not up for sale."
forthemplus
you thesame numberof studhorses
Eldgrimsaid,"I am offering

certain additional items; many will say that I'm offeringtwice the value."

propertytransferredto her by her husband or his kin in considerationof the marriage: Grdgas,
lb:42-43, section 150. Enforcing the rule was another matter. In addition to this case see
Droplaugarsonasaga 8 and 9, pp. 156 and 158-59; Vdpnfir6inga
saga 6, pp. 36-38; and Eyrbyggja
saga 17, p. 31. Cf. Laxdcelasaga 35, p. 96.
93 Hdvar6ar saga Isfir6ings15-16, pp. 343-45: "I had wondered whether Atli would give or
sell me some provisions." "Dat haf`6aek oetlat,at Atli skyldihafa gefitmer eba selt mer fpng
npkkur."
94 Compare, forexample, the prominencethataffines,particularly
the husbands of daughters
and sisters,play in providing support for vengeance taking when their aid is sought: see the
cases listedin Miller,"Choosing the Avenger,"p. 166, n. 25, and Lj6svetninga
saga 14, pp. 76-77.
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Porleiksaid, "I'm no haggler;and furthermore,
you'llneverget thesehorses
even thoughyou offerthreetimestheirvalue."
"It's no lie to saythatyouare proudand self-willed,"
said Eldgrim,"and I would
onlywishthatyou get a less favorablepricethan I've just offeredyou and that
you'llgive up the horsesnonetheless."
Porleikreddeneddeeplyat thesewordsand said, "You willhave to get much
nearer,Eldgrim,beforeyou scare me out of thesehorses."
"You do notthinkit likelythatyou willbe defeatedbyme,"sald Eldgrim,"but
thissummerI willcometo lookat thehorsesand thensee whichof us chancesto
have themfromthenon."
in numbers."
Porleiksaid,"Do as you promise,but don'tofferme a difference
Those whoheardthemsaid thattheir
Withthattheybrokeofftheirconversation.
dealingshad come to a fitting
conclusion(37, pp. 102-3).95
Again a willingbuyerconfrontsan unwillingseller.Eldgrim'sinitialofferto
buy is rejected by Dorleik,and firmlytoo: "The horses are not up for sale."
Eldgrim construes the rejection as a bargaining tacticdesigned to evoke an
offerof a higher price. Unlike the would-be buyers in the preceding cases,
he faces the issue of price directlyby offeringto pay double the value of the
horses. Dorleik rejects this offer also and in a manner that shows he is
irritatedat being typed as a "habitual" seller: "I'm no haggler and furthermore you'll never get these horses even though you offerthree times their
value." This response cuts offEldgrim'snext move in the mercantilemode of
exchange by anticipating and rejecting it beforehand. Eldgrim gets the
point, but instead of breaking off negotiationscompletely,he shiftsto another mode of exchange. With only slightindirectionhe offersto take the
horses forcefully.In this mode the minds of the parties meet. Dorleik may
have been a reluctantseller, but an offerto be raided is a challenge to his
manhood that would be dishonorable to refuse. He dares Eldgrim to follow
up on his threats,and Eldgrim greetsDorleik'scounterchallengeby promising to raid: "This summer I will come to look at the horses and then see
which of us chances to have them from then on."
The bargaining and haggling Dorleik found offensivewhen a sale was
being negotiated is acceptable enough when the ground rules of a raid are

. . Eldgrimrmaelti:'>at er %6rendi
mitthingat,at ek vil kaupa at per st66hrossinPau in
95".
dyru, er Kotkell gaf per i fyrrasumar.' Dorleikrsvarar: 'Eigi eru fpl hrossin.' Eldgrimr mielti:
'Ek byb perjafnmprg st66hrossvib ok mebalauka npkkurn,ok munu margirmaela,at ek bj6ba
vib tvennverb.' Dorleikrmaelti:'Engi em ek mangsmabr,Pvi at Pessi hross faerPu aldregi, P6ttui
bj6bir vib Prenn verb.' Eldgrimr maelti:'Eigi mun Pat logit, at Pu munt vera st6rrok einrabr;
myndaek Pat ok vilja,at Pu hefbir6rifligraverbiten nuihefiek per bobit,ok letirOil hrossineigi
at sibr.' Dorleikrrobnabi mjpk vib Pessi orb ok maelti:'Purfa muntu,Eldgrimr,at ganga naer,ef
Pu skaltkuga af mer hrossin.'Eldgrimrmaelti:'OlikligtPykkiper Pat, at Pu munir verba halloki
fyrirmer; en Pettasumar mun ek fara at sja hrossin,hvarrokkar sem pa hlytrPau at eiga Paban
i fra.' Dorleikrsegir: 'Ger, sem Oil heitr,ok bj6b mer engan libsmun.' Siban skilja Peir talit. Pat
maeltumenn, er heyrbu,at her vaerimakliga a komit um Peira skipti."
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being hashed out. The issues to be settledare the timingof the raid and the
size of the raiding party. Dorleik and Eldgrim reach an agreement on both
matters: the raid will be that same summer and Eldgrim will not come in
force. We learn about the agreement later fromEldgrim when he comes to
take the horses and is held to account by Dorleik's uncle Hru't: "I have
fulfilledthepromiseI made [Dorleik]at thethingto come forthe horseswithout
reinforcements"(37, p. 104). Any dealings between Dorleikand Eldgrimwill
eitherbe purely mercantileor purelyviolent.These most unsociable of men
are at home in modes of exchange of low sociability.The author, however,
takes care to record a notice that the eagerness withwhich these two agreed
to raid was opposed to the communitynorm. Hence the judgment of the
bystanders:"Those who heard them said that their dealings had come to a
fittingconclusion."
Raiding was dangerous business. Consider the conclusion of Eldgrim's
bargain. Hrut questions whetherindeed Eldgrim has lived up to his end of
the bargain as he claimed. "It's no act of courage to take the horses when
Dorleik is lyingasleep in his bed. You'll fulfillyour agreementbetterif you
visit him before you ride out of the districtwith the horses" (37, p. 104).
Hrut is needling Eldgrim a bit. He is suggestingthat Eldgrim looks more
like a thief than a ransma6r.Thievery, as noted earlier, is a concealed
taking.96Generally it was a nocturnal crime, not of necessitybut of convenience. Lack of light assisted its secretivenessand anonymity.Eldgrim is
cuttinga prettyfineline. He shows up when it is light,which may be more to
the credit of the summer sun in northernlatitudesthan to Eldgrim; but it is
so early that people of consequence, namely Dorleik, are asleep. There is
somethingelse whichcasts doubt on the classificationof Eldgrim'staking.He
is alone. Solitarinesswas always ground for suspicion. Being alone gave one
the option of holding one's counsel, and thus the option to be a thiefor a
murderer.97It was the state to which the outlaw, as well as the kinless and
impoverished,was condemned. Only in the rarest of circumstancesin the
sagas does a man of good character and intentiongo somewhere alone.98
Eldgrim wishes to erase all doubts as to his character and the taking; he
tells Hrut to warn Dorleik, accompanying the statementwith some martial
puffing.Hru't,however, tries to settle mattershimselfby initiatinganother
exchange. He offersEldgrim a giftof some of his studhorses,"though not
See above, nn. 3, 53
Murder was a concealed or unannounced killing: Grdgds,la:154, section 88; 2:348-49,
section 315.
98 Kari's solitaryjourneys in Njdls saga 148 and 152, pp. 424 and 437, are exceptional and
obsessive. No provision in Grdgas,however, makes the legal classificationof the type of taking
depend on the size of the party,as does, for example, a law of Ine, king of Wessex, in the late
seventh century:"We call 'thieves' a group of fewer than seven, from seven to thirty-five
is a
'raiding party' (hloW),after that it is an 'army' (here)":The Laws of theEarliestEnglishKings, ed.
F. L. Attenborough(1922; repr. New York, 1963), 13.1, p. 40 (my trans.).
96

97
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quite as good" (37, p. 104), if Eldgrim will give up the others. Yet this
foundersalso. The offerof the giftis too late. The factthatit is conditioned
upon release of the horses Eldgrim already has in hand makes it impossible
for Eldgrim to accept without losing face by losing an advantage already
realized. Although Hrut couches the offerin the language of giftexchange,
the classificationof the transferis in Eldgrim'sview suspect. If it is a gift,it is
a giftto the absent Dorleik,not to him.99Moreover, the offerwas prefaced
witha declaration of purpose unambivalentlyconfrontational:"I will not let
Dorleik be raided" (37, p. 104). To Eldgrim, the offeris no more than a
a word whose semanticrange extends frombribe to
threat and a mutugjQf,
Eldgrim'srefusalto accept the substitutehorseshas the unfortunate
barter.100
consequence of attractingHru't's battle-axto his back.101
There is one last matterabout these studhorses.The preceding chapter of
Laxdaclasaga provides a detailed descriptionof their prior transferto Dorleik. They were owned by Kotkel, a troublemakerand recent Hebridean
immigrantwho came to Dorleik in urgent need of protection(36, p. 101).
When Dorleiksaw the horses he asked to buy them. Kotkel conditioned their
transferon Dorleik'sprovidinghim patronage and a dwelling in the neighborhood as Dorleik's tenant. Dorleik thought this dear, but some flattering
words and skillfulargumentationby Kotkel, not to mention Dorleik'sdesire
for the animals, ended up with a bargain being struck.
The transferwas accomplished withoutoffenseor threat.There are some
significantcontrastswith the previous examples which suggest why this was
the case. For one, Kotkel was a foreigner,someone withwhom nonsociable
modes of exchange, like buying and selling,were usual and to be expected.
For another, Dorleik did not seek out Kotkel in order to buy the horses;
Kotkel sought him out. The change of locus changed the meaning of Dorleik'srequest to buy. Because the meetingwas not forcedon the owner it was
no great threatto him. Moreover, merelybecause Dorleikgot in his offerto
buy before Kotkel made his request for protection, the identityof the
"reluctantseller" is not altered; it was not going to be Kotkel, but Dorleik.
Because Kotkel came to Dorleik,the transactionwould only incidentallybe
about the price of horses; the negotiationswere firstand foremostabout the
creationof bonds of dependence, the procurementof patronage. And it may

99The gift,it turnsout, was as unwelcome to Dorleikas it was to Eldgrim. Relationshad never
been good between Dorleikand his uncle, and the unsolicitedfavor so greatlyangered Dorleik
that he sought out Kotkel and his familyto use witchcraftagainst Hruit(see below, n. 104).
Dorleik's reaction shows that giftgiving was not to be entered into unilaterallywithoutsome
prior indicationthat the intended recipientwould welcome the giftand be willingto incur the
obligation to requite it. In Egils saga 78, p. 272, for example, Egil's initial reaction to an
unsolicited giftis to tryto kill the giver.
100See Cleasby-Vigfusson,s.v. mvitugjef.
101See Hrafnssaga Sveinbjarnarson
13, St. 1:216, where a failed attemptto buy a horse leads to
a similar conclusion.
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have been that Dorleik's initial attemptto define the transactionas a purchase of horses was undertakenwiththe hope of frustratingwhat he anticipated Kotkel's purpose in coming was.102But the return Kotkel demanded
forhis horses - protectionand a lease of land - made it impossibleto keep
the transactionin the mercantilemode that Dorleik-tried to put it in.
It is not very helpful to see this exchange as a barteringof a nonmoney
good against a service,with each partyplaying the dual roles of buyer and
seller. The economic aspect of the transactionis subordinated to the social
one. The dealings do not fitthe model of idealized marketexchange where
people transfergoods and servicesand go their separate ways.103Here two
people come together and stay together. The possession of the horses is
transferred,but with them comes the prior possessor and his family.The
horses are never quite dissociatedfromKotkel; theywere the firstprestation
in a bargained-forrelationof continuingexchanges.104A year later Eldgrim
stillidentifiesthem as "the horses that Kotkel gave you." This need not mean
that the horses were a gift; "give" would apply equally well if Kotkel had
paid the horses to Dorleik.But it does show thatin the opinion of a stranger
the horses were not bought or sold.
Our cases show no offerto buy goods leading to a transferof them by sale.
Apparentlyeveryoneknew there was more likelihood of transferin another
mode of exchange, and they negotiated with this in mind. There was thus
little time spent bargaining over price, the hasty abandonment of which
marked the rejection of the mercantile mode. Resistance to selling led to
requests for gifts,to offersof giftsfrom second and third parties, and to
open and secretiveexpropriations.
The cases give a strong sense that buying and selling was hostile; it was
somethingone did withthose froma distance,eitherspatial distance,as with
Norwegians, or social distance, as with peddlers and hawkers of marginal
social statuslike Hen-D6rir.105In any event it was not somethinga bondiwent

102
Dorleikexpresses reluctanceto take in Kotkel because of his reputationfor being quarrelsome (36, p. 101).
103
See Gregory,"Gifts to Men," pp. 641-44.
104
Kotkel and his familyput their talents at sorceryat Dorleik'sdisposal and are eventually
killed for the services they provide Porleik (37-38, pp. 105-9).
105
The fine dividing line between intergrouptrade and war has long been noted in ethnographic accounts. See variouslyRichard Thurnwald,Economicsin Primitive
Communities
(London,
1932), p. 164; Claude Levi-Strauss,"Guerre et commerce chez les Indiens de l'Amerique du
Sud," Renaissance1 (1943), 122-39; Sahlins, StoneAge Economics,pp. 302-3. On the origins of
the peace arrangements made for marketplaces see Karl Lehmann, "Kauffriede und
Friedenschild,"Germanistische
Abhandlungenzum 70. Geburtstag
Konrad von Maurers,ed. Oscar
Brenner (Gbttingen, 1893), pp. 49-64; and the discussion in George Dalton, "Karl Polanyi's
Analysisof Long-Distance Trade and His Wider Paradigm,"in AncientCivilization
and Trade,ed.
Jeremy A. Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky(Albuquerque, 1975), pp. 63-132, at pp.
101-9.
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to another bondi's house to do. Attemptsto trade with equals within the
communityoften produced the disturbingresults of the preceding cases.
This is not to deny that bcendrbought and sold from each other without
incident. Yet these transferswere often accompanied by hints of intimidation and duress, withone partyclearlycashing in, so to speak, on his greater
power.106The bonds of friendship and neighborhood could tolerate an
occasional purchase, but the sagas do not show bcendrinvolved in continual
trading activitiesat home.107Such arrangementswere regular for trading
expeditions abroad,108but that is a differentissue entirely.Gift exchange
and the structuredhostilityof the feud, withtransfersof compensation and
lawsuits,were the preferred means of exchange. It was bad form to seek
The course
openly to bear away goods withoutsome attendantmystification.
of these cases makes this point vividly.
These general statementspertain to only a narrow range of transactions
because our case evidence representsa veryspecifictype of transaction:the
request to purchase provisions or prestige goods. What the party who initiated the transactionwas seeking was crucial to the level of tension and the
likelihood of a conflict-freeconclusion to the meeting. The sagas, for instance, are filled with descriptionsof people coming to another's farm or
booth at the thingseeking marriagesor fosteringarrangementsand support
for lawsuits, arbitrations,and vengeance expeditions. To be sure, these
transactionscould also lead to insult and bitterness,but the impression is
106
The sources do not record many instances of uneventfulsales of goods between bcendr.
One fairlydetailed account of a successfulbarterof oxen for horses between two householders
is preserved in Reykdcela
saga 11, p. 177, but in this case the negotiationstake place at a neutral
site, in the convivialcircumstancesof a wedding feast to which both parties had been invited.
19, pp. 164-65. The sources are probably more likely to
See also Bjarnar saga Hitdwelakappa
record sales that proved to be sources of conflict;yet this should not be pushed too far, since
frictionlesstransfersby giftor inheritanceare regularlymentioned. Sales of land are noted on
several occasions withoutfurthercomment: see, e.g., Droplaugarsonasaga 2, 3, and 4, pp. 140,
144, and 147; Laxdcelasaga 32, p. 86; Njals saga 90, p. 225. But elsewhere the evidence of land
sales suggests that it may be the brevityof the account rather than the smoothnessof the sale
that makes for the uneventfulness:see, e.g., islendingasaga 79, St. 1:341; Porsteinssaga hvita 1,
pp. 1-2; HAvar6arsaga isfir6ings14, p. 337; Hei6arvigasaga 38 and 41, pp. 320 and 324; Laxdcla
saga 24 and 47, pp. 67 and 147, and cf. 75, pp. 218-21, and below, pp. 49-50. See also Njdls
saga 67-68 and 70, pp. 167-69 and 172-73, where the mere attempt to buy back land that
earlier had been paid over as part of an arbitratedsettlementwas construedby the offereeas a
breach of the settlement.
107 Bandamannasaga 1, p. 296, indicates that persons owned shares in ferriesinvolved in local
carryingof fish,whales, and driftwood.There is no indication of the status of such persons,
except thatone, Odd, was fifteenat the time and not himselfa householder. See also above, nn.
11, 15-16.
108 Cf. the amicable partnershipof Kalf and Kjartan in Laxdcelasaga 40 and 44, pp. 114 and
saga hvita3-4, pp. 8-9. Gragas,
134, withthe troublesomeone of Porsteinand Einar in Porsteins
lb:67-69, has procedures providingfor buy-outin the event of disagreementbetween partners
pp.
in an ocean-goingvessel as to when or whetherto sail. See also Gelsinger,IcelandicEnterprise,
29-32.
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that they were distinctlyless troublesome, less anxiety-provoking,because
they were more familiarand regular than requests for goods.
The comfort of the familiar was obtained when goods moved as an
incident to the establishmentand maintenance of social relations. Kotkel's
horses moved into Dorleik's possession because Dorleik promised Kotkel
protection.109
Hen->6rir undertook the fosteringof Arngrimgo8i's son and
transferredpropertyto him in exchange forArngrim'ssupport.110Nj'al gave
Gunnar giftsof food and hay because that is what friendshipmeant.111The
familiarmeant dealing directlyin humans and about social ties, and only
secondarily in the products of human labor. Social relations meant that
human bodies moved between groups for various lengthsof time. Marriage
and fostering112
sent live bodies for relativelylong periods to other households. Friendship meant bodies went back and forth regularly between
households. Even outrightpurchases of support,a frequentsaga practice,'13
represented the transferof human capital, albeit briefly,from one household to another. All these relationswere characterizedby positiveor at least
neutral sociability.114 Bodies also moved between households in modes of

109 See above, pp. 45-46.

110Hwnsa-p6rissaga 2; p. 7.
" See above, pp. 34-35.
112 Fosteringusually involvedthe transferof a child to an independent household of someone
of lesser status,although a partyof equal or higher status could undertake to fosteranother's
child as an act of deference: see, e.g., Laxdcelasaga 16 and 27, pp. 37 and 75; Sturlusaga 34, St.
1:113; and Miller,"Justifying
Skarphebinn,"pp. 325-26. The arrangementnecessarilyinvolved
an increase in the food resources of the child-givingunit and a correspondingdecrease for the
child-receivingunit,at least until the child's labor could be productive.But the remainingterms
of a particular fosteringwere negotiable. The child givers were sometimes able to exact
additional transfersfromthe fostererin the formof giftsto the child and outrightpaymentsfor
the protectionof the child giver:Laxdcelasaga 16, p. 37; Hcensa-p6rissaga 2, p. 7. To what extent
the child was a hostage to secure the performanceof the child giveris unclear and betterleftto
fuller treatmentelsewhere, but I am unaware of any case in which a fosterparent threatens
harm to his charge or the natural parents are moved to act for fear of what a fosterparent
might do to the child. The notion of fosterage, it should be noted, also described other
arrangements within a household between the child of the householder and a household
servant,male or female.
113 See, e.g., Lj6svetninga
saga 15, pp. 83-84; Njdls saga 134, pp. 349-53; Vdpnfir6inga
saga 7,
p. 38. See furtherMiller, "Avoiding Legal Judgment,"p. 104, n. 35.
114 In fact, purchases of protection and support were often socialized positivelyby being
formalized as "friendships"or vindttur:see, e.g., Hcnsa-poris saga 2, p. 7; Njdls saga 138, pp.
367-68: "I wish to give you thisring,Eyj6lf,for your friendshipand support...." In Eyrbyggja
saga 17, pp. 32-33, Illugi offered Snorri money for the support Snorri had given him in a
lawsuit,but Snorri refused payment."Illugi then invitedhim to his home and Snorri accepted
that and he received good giftsonce there. Snorri and Illugi were friendsthen for a time. ..."
Also see Viga-GlPmssaga 11, p. 38, and above, n. 57. In these contextssupport usually meant
providing force or the threat of it to ensure the successful conclusion of a lawsuit; more
particularly,it involved the acquisition of pleading skills. See furtherMiller, "Avoiding Legal
Judgment,"pp. 107-8.
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low sociability,but theywere maimed or lifeless.In feud the exchange was in
injuries and corpses. But all movementsof bodies, living or dead, between
households were accompanied by exchanges of goods: by giftand hospitality
at the sociable end, by wergeld, compensation, and ran at the other end.
The mercantile mode inverted the relation between goods and bodies.
Bodies moved as an incident to the transferof goods. Buyers and sellers
came togetheronly to exchange, preferablyat a neutral place designated as a
market,afterwhich each returnedto his producing unit. The goods, not the
buyer and seller, were to be related to each other, and the relationshipwas
openly expressed as price.115This is, of course, an idealized representation.
The mercantileexchanges of two bcendrcould never be those of the faceless
market.People already knew about each other,as Dorleikhad already heard
tell of Eldgrim,and theywere likelyto see each other again. Still,to seek to
exchange by purchase and sale carried withit a message of low sociability'16
thatsought to deny accountabilityby refusingto establishthe social relations
that held people to account. Perhaps nothing confirmsthe strangeness of
mercantile exchange with its inversion of the relation of goods to bodies
more than the factthat the one good which flowssmoothlyin the stream of
commerce does so because it mimics the "right" order by sending bodies
permanentlyto other households. Selling a slave was not as irregular as
buying hay.
A differentset of values accompanied the transferof land, at least during
the period of colonization. Whereas giftsof food and hospitalitycould be
quit with return invitations,and prestige goods like cloaks, weapons, and
fine animals could requite hospitalityand each other, a giftof land, it was
feared by some, mightindicate a long-termsubordinationof the recipientto
the giver because nothing but a return gift of land could extinguish the
obligation. Instead of disfavoringthe mercantile mode, prospective recipientstriedto shiftthe classificationof the transferto purchase and sale, or to
expropriatorymodes in which the act of takingclearlyindicated the taker's
dominance.117The social distance of purchase was just what SteinuZ the Old
wanted: "SteinuZ the Old, a kinswoman of Ingolf, went to Iceland and
stayedwithIngolf the firstyear. He offeredto give her Rosmhvalaness . . .
but she gave a spotted cloak for it and wished to call it a purchase; it seemed
Others
to her there would then be less chance of undoing the transfer."118
preferreddueling forland,119while some thoughtit betterto be beholden to
115
See Gregory,"Analysisof a Non-CapitalistGiftEconomy,"pp. 126-28; "Giftsto Man," pp.
641-44.
116 See the discussion of village marketplaces in Bourdieu, Theoryof Practice,pp. 185-86.
117 E.g., Reykdcela
saga 1, p. 151.
p. 392: "Steinubr en gamla, froendkonaIng6lfs, f6r til Islands ok var meb
"'8Landndmab6k,
Ing6lfi enn fyrstavetr. Hann baub at gefa henni Rosmhvalanes . . . , en hon gaf fyrirheklu
flekk6ttaok vildi kaup kalla;.henni P6tti Pat 6haettaravii riptingum."
119See above, n. 59.
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no one: "Hallstein Dorolfsson thought it cowardly to accept land from his
But with
fatherand he went west over Breidafjord and took land there."'120
land as with movables, what the sources show is concern not about price or
discussions of it, but about the classificationof the transfer,the mode of
exchange.
There is a lesson in Hallstein's sensitivity.It reveals that no exchange was
just a two-partyaffair.The communitypassed moral and socialjudgment on
a transaction,allocating in the process honor and prestige between the
parties. And if no third parties were there to pass judgment, the principals
would hypothesizethe judgment anyway.A person risked some part of his
reputationin everysocial interaction,even in exchanges, as we gather from
Hallstein, between fatherand son. All knew that in the process of defining
social relationsbetween the parties there would necessarilybe an adjustment
in the standing of the two relative to each other. And because this adjustment was figured in units of prestige and honor, its effectswould also
determinethe quality of one's relationswith others. The skillfulparticipant
in exchange was the one who knew how to manipulate the multitudeof signs
that attended the classificationof a transactionto the increase of his honor,
not his net worth.121 The adept players in this game, that is, the honorable
men and women, were those who knew whetherand when to pay and to pay
back, to give and to receive, or to take a thing and leave behind what they
thought it was worth. Our cases suggest that they were more likely to
exchange goods and servicesin the forumsof dispute processingand in the
festivehall, by compensation paymentor gift,than in a marketplaceor the
countryside,by sale and purchase. And whether the exchange was to be
by feud or feast was what they bargained over.
UNIVERSITY
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at Piggja land at fp&ur
120Eyrbyggjasaga 6, p. 11: "Hallsteini D6r6lfssyniP6tti litilmrannligt
sinum, ok f6r hann vestr yfirBreibafjprbok nam Par land...."
121
Consider, for example, this case fromPorgilssaga okHafli6a 15, St. 1:32. The scene is the
Althing,and Dorgilsand Haflibi are embroiled in a dispute. Haflibi makes this offer: "Haflibi
said, 'I will give Dorgilsthe value of eight cows for the sake of his honor and reputation;but I
call it a giftand not at all a payment.'And theycould not agree on thatbecause to one it seemed
as if there was nothingto pay for and to the other it seemed betterto have a littlepaymentfor
the cause of action than to have to repay a gift.Each thoughthis honor depended on how it was
to be designated and thatissue stood in the way so that no settlementwas made. Withthat they
parted, each thinkingworse of the other one than before." See also the excellentdiscussion in
Bourdieu, TheoryofPractice,pp. 171-83, of the perfect,but "misrecognized"interconvertibility
between "economic and symboliccapital," wealth and honor.
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